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PREFACE 


On September 25, 1985, Governor George Deukmejian signed into law A B 
2104 (Chapter 965 of the Statutes of 1985) This legislation established, under 
the administration of the California State Archives, a State Government Oral 
History Program to provide through the use of oral history a continuing 
documentation of state policy development as reflected in California s legislative 
and executive history' 

The following interview is one of a senes of oral histones undertaken for 
inclusion in the state program These interviews offer insights into the actual 
workings of both the legislative and executive processes and policy mechanisms 
They also offer an increased understanding of the men and women who create 
legislation and implement state policy Further, they provide an overview of 
issue development in California state government and of how both the legislative 
and executive branches of government deal with issues and problems facing the 
state 

Interviewees are chosen primarily on the basis of their contributions to and 
influence on the policy process of the state of California They include members 
of the legislative and executive branches of the state government as well as 
legislative staff advocates, members of the media and other people who played 
significant roles in specific issue areas of major and continuing importance to 
California 

By authorizing the California State Archives to work cooperatively with oral 
history units at California colleges and universities to conduct interviews, this 
program is structured to take advantage of the resources and expertise in oral 
history available through California s several institutionally based programs 
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Participating as cooperating institutions in the State Government Oral History 
Program are 

Oral History Program 

History Department 

California State University, Fullerton 

Oral History Program 
Center for California Studies 
California State University, Sacramento 

Oral History Program 
Claremont Graduate School 

Regional Oral History Office 
The Bancroft Library 
University of California, Berkeley 

Oral History Program 

University of California, Los Angeles 

The establishment of the California State Archives State Government Oral 
History Program marks one of the most significant commitments made by any 
state toward the preservation and documentation of its governmental history It 
supplements the often fragmentary historical written record by adding an 
organized primary source, enriching the historical information available on given 
topics and allowing for more thorough historical analysis As such, the program 
through the preservation and publication of interviews such as the one which 
follows, will be of lasting value to current and future generations of scholars 
citizens and leaders 


John F Burns 
State Archivist 


July 27, 1988 


This interview is printed on acid free paper 
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[Session 1 April 13 1989] 
[Begin Tape 1 Side A] 
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NIELSEN 


LAGE 

NIELSEN 


We want to begin with a little bit of family background where you 
came from education Are you from California originally 9 
I was born in Cambridge Massachusetts My father [Vigo G 
Nielsen] was a young professor at the Harvard Busmess School 
where he had gone to school He had three children in Cambridge 
and decided that he and his wife [Margaret Young Nielsen] did not 
want to raise a family m the cold New England area He was from 
Wisconsin she was from Omaha They had met at Madison at the 
University of Wisconsin and got married and he d gone to graduate 
school So they decided they d come west and without a job he 
picked up his family and moved them to the Bay Area where we 
lived for a couple of years in the East Bay when he worked m a 
company here in San Francisco He was then contacted by a fellow 
named Harold George who had been hired by an industrialist 
named Howard Hughes to close down what was then called the 
Hughes Aircraft Company in Culver City 
What dates would this cover 9 

This would be somewhere in the early fifties or late forties Harold 
George went to Culver City called up Howard Hughes directly or 
somebody and said I don t think you should close this aircraft 
company down This might turn out to be a pretty profitable venture 
if you let me go hire a handful of people to turn it around Howard 
Hughes said yes My father was one of a number of people who 
were hired along with a fellow named [Charles Bates] Tex 
Thornton then at Ford [Motor Company] and one of the [Robert S ] 
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McNamara whiz kids and a handful of others My father then as 
director of administration and finance for the then small Hughes 
Aircraft Company hired people like Roy [L ] Ash and a number of 
others and they started trying to run that aircraft company By that 
time we had moved to southern California, and I was growing up 
there not seeing my father a lot because Howard Hughes ran a very 
interesting company at the time and the gentlemen that were sent in 
there to turn the company around got tired of Howard Hughes 
second guessing them and they decided to leave 
Did that include your father 9 

Including my father People didn t leave Howard Hughes at the 
time it was basically indentured servitude The group split into two 
groups The fast moving group which was led by Tex Thornton 
and Roy Ash took over a company which is now known as Litton 
Industries The slow moving group that just wanted a small 
techmcal company were headed by fellows named [Simon] Sy Ramo 
and Dean Wooldridge, and they set up the Ramo Wooldridge 
Company which is now called TRW [Thompson Ramo Wooldridge 
Inc ] So my father was one of the founders of TRW 
He went with the slow group 

He went with the slow group that is now a very well known 
worldwide company So I grew up in southern California 
What town 9 

I lived in a place called Rolling Hills which is down near Marine 
World a very nice peninsula that looks out over the smog m Los 
Angeles I had a very normal childhood I cared about sports and 
girls and academics and all The school systems m Los Angeles were 
gomg through real havoc at that time and everyone was going to 
half day sessions and all as my pubhc high school said they were 
gomg to the year I was finishing eighth grade So I went to a local 
private school called Chadwick on the Palos Verdes Peninsula and 
thought nothing about college other than when you re ajumor your 
counselor says you better decide where you re going to go to school 
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So I decided I was going to go look at various schools I was 
on my way to Europe as an American Field Service student and 
since I was going to be m New York I figured I d go look at Yale 
and Amherst Amherst because my math teacher was a graduate 
there I drove through New Haven, stopped and looked at Yale 
loved it at first sight then applied and was accepted I had four 
terribly interesting years 
What year did you graduate from high school 9 
I graduated in 1960 and then spent 1960 to 1964 at Yale 
What attracted you to Yale at that point 9 
Again it really was needing to drive through New Haven to get to 
Amherst to see my math teacher s school and I just kind of liked the 
campus All thousand men at the time live in what is called old 
campus then they go live m one of twelve residential colleges The 
young man that was giving the tour around at the time liked it 
showed me why he liked it and I just decided I liked it I had never 
really thought much about school I d always worked hard m school 
but I never really worried about a career or anything else So I d 
applied to [Umversity of California at] Berkeley and to Stanford and 
to Amherst and to Yale and I got into Berkeley into Stanford and 
Yale and decided Yale would be interesting 
So you went back to the cold weather 

I was a West Coast boy planning to come back to the West Coast so 
I decided it would make some sense to go there for four years I got 
very involved with civil rights [William Sloane] Bill Coffin [Jr ] was 
the chaplain of the Yale Chapel at the time and ended up spendmg 
time in the South including in jail as a civil rights activist 

I got mvolved in sports and was involved m the social welfare 
program at Yale which was primarily a YMCA boys program 
where I would take care of a number of boys when I was a freshman 
and they thought I was real good so they made me a subsupervisor 
m my sophomore year By the jumor year I was supposedly the most 
talented boys leader m the area so I became the supervisor of all 
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the Yale programs in New Haven and at the end of that year was 
asked Well please do it again for your semor year and learned a 
good lesson at the time and said But I don t see boys anymore All 
I do is see other Yale students and counsel them on how to be 
counselors and I will not continue on as the supervisor 

I went back m my semor year and again became a boys’ club 
leader and had another twelve boys that went to baseball games and 
football games with me and went to museums We went to talk to 
their moms and dads about child abuse and the other things that 
were occurring at the time 

I finished up Yale with no expectation of what I wanted to do 
Didn t know whether I wanted to be a lawyer a doctor, a banker 
business man whatever 
What did you major in 7 

I started majoring in math which was my best subject and majored 
m that through three and a half years and then wondered what I 
could use that for at the end of graduation and decided I couldn t 
So I found out by taking a couple extra honors economics courses I 
could end up as an economics major so I took those courses On the 
paper it says I m an econ major But I took religion courses and 
philosophy courses and art courses and just totally enjoyed the menu 
that was put in front of me and just dabbled in everything that I 
didn t have any exposure to before 

Because I was involved m civil rights I got to meet a lot of 
people that were also involved in civil rights One of the programs 
that people were participating in at the time was called Crossroads 
Africa it s a predecessor to the Peace Corps and took a couple 
hundred kids to Africa every summer, working m rural Africa 
locations building houses or roads or whatever else was a good 
project at the time It was headed by a minister out of New York 
called James Robinson and his philosophy was that people talking 
across a table find it very difficult to communicate but if you re both 
pushing the same rock up the big hill you 11 learn to communicate 
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with each other being coworkers on the same project much better 
That s still a pretty useful lesson even today 

So a bunch of us went to Zambia which had just become 
independent (and actually went over to Malawi that summer when it 
m fact became independent) worked m a hospital way out m rural 
Zambia building houses for workers who were going to work at the 
hospital So we built bricks and made a lain and cooked the mud 
and then we d cart the bricks that didn t break over and start 
building houses and I did that for a summer 

Before I went I needed to do something when I came back, I 
needed to go m the military like everyone else and had started the 
paperwork for enlisting in the marine corps I was told You cant 
do that and tell us you re not going to be ready until September It is 
now May or June whatever it was you need to fill out the 
paperwork and start immediately I said I can t I ve got to go to 
Africa for three months Some bureaucrat in the marine corps said, 
Well then we don t know what we re going to do with you If you 
get drafted between now and then that s your problem not ours It 
just really turned me off 

So someone had told me about Coro Foundation A Yale 
student had gone through it a couple years before I did So I walked 
mto the office the morning of the day before I was gomg to leave for 
Africa and said I m interested in Coro Foundation Could I start m 
September 9 They said I don t see how We do have a summer 
selection because we have one unexpected vacancy but you have to 
have all these interviews and go through this selection process with 
the other applicants and you won t be here So I said Let me just 
take a chance Give me the applications and 111 fill them out today 
have my parents drop them off at your place tomorrow 111 see you 
in three months and maybe it 11 work 

I filled it out had to write a couple of essays m one of those 
interesting times where usually you would spend two or three days 
fine tuning it When you only have a couple of hours you just write 
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whatever comes in your mind and you spill it out But I again had 
some terribly interesting experiences in civil rights and at Yale so it 
was easy to now write something for a Los Angeles group of people 
to consume 

I also when I got to Africa had a bunch of mterestmg 
African experiences including a massacre near us where all these 
people were brought into the hospital to receive blood transfusions 
and be operated on so the doctors needed people to help in the 
operation room and they needed people to help get blood from 
Africans from nearby villages that were brought by So I could keep 
sending letters back to Coro saying Hope you re still interested in 
me I can t write a long letter because I have to go back now at three 
o clock m the morning to take another twelve gallons of blood from 
people 

So you were pressed into nursing 

So I became a nurse or a doctor s assistant or whatever as a number 
of others of the same group who weren t gun shy about seeing all the 
blood because for the first couple of hours we were there it was 
pretty hard to figure out you weren t going to get sick yourself But it 
was a fascinating experience and probably one of the reasons that 
Coro said We haven t really met this guy The secretary knows 
what he looks like when he picked up the application, but that s all 
we know about him But for some reason they decided to select me 
instead of some of the applicants that they actually interviewed 
Near the end of the summer they sent me a letter and said Yes, 
we re interested in you joining the program and please do 
Did you know that much about Coro 9 

I knew nothing about it other than I knew I had heard a httle 
about it but I didn t have any close personal friends in it I didn t 
know any of the staff 

Did you know you wanted to do something related to government 9 
I did not The other interest that I had at Yale including the civil 
rights and social welfare aspects was, actually the religious aspects 



7 


LAGE 

NIELSEN 


LAGE 

NIELSEN 


of social welfare I had been a practicing Episcopalian I had 
enjoyed very much working with Bill Coffin I became a deacon at 
the Yale Chapel 

Was that m your family background or did that occur at Yale*? 

No it was basically self motivated My mother s a Catholic and my 
father s a Protestant and they had said You go to Sunday school 
and get confirmed if you want It just so happened that the church 
near where I lived was Episcopalian so I became Episcopalian by 
convemence But I had just become interested and studied it and I 
decided that I probably wanted to be a minister if I could figure out 
which church But I also figured out I couldn t figure out which 
church Therefore it s a little hard to say that God s talking to you 
when he doesn t even tell you which church he wants 

I d gone down to New York and spent some time there in 
various seminaries that were m New York City Being raised m a 
rural area I kind of had an attraction for the opposite and was 
spending much more time m urban ghetto areas while I was at Yale 
But I knew I couldn t be a minister without being able to 
communicate other than in a social sense telling people what I 
think was right or wrong But for sure no God was talking to me 
directly and giving me messages to pass on to his flock So I was 
kind of lost I knew I had to go in the military then I d figured out 
Now I was going to go to Coro Maybe that would help me figure it 
out and maybe after that I d still have to go into the military 
Did Coro provide deferment as graduate school work 9 
Yes it was basically considered educational So I think I probably 
could have been drafted at the time but this was early m the 
Vietnam era where there wasn t so much pressure So apparently 
there was enough time to let someone have rune months But I knew 
at the end of the nine months Maybe I d already applied and got 
accepted in the army reserve at the time because I did go into the 
army reserve right out of Coro Do you know much about Coro 9 
Not a great deal 


LAGE 
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Coro is an immersion process in public affairs They drop you m a 
business for six weeks four days a week and the busmess says This 
may be one of our future leaders We should spend some time 
teaching him and her exposing him and her to what goes on m our 
busmess I happened to get dropped in CBS which is a very 
interesting busmess The other eleven fellows as they re now called, 
were put in eleven other businesses and every one of us would 
observe whatever we observed and we would talk about it at the end 
of the week We d spend the Friday together and sometimes 
Saturdays or Sundays together 

We d do the same thing in the labor umon we did the same 
thmg in campaigns Some of us would be m Republican some would 
be Democrat We did it in county orgamzations Like I was m the 
county sanitation district in Los Angeles City government I had the 
city of Beverly Hills And a bunch of group projects So you saw 
everything that you needed to see either directly or through one of 
the eleven other sets of eyes 

And you got a real balancing perspective In your campaign 
you would think that your candidate was honorable and the other 
one was a real snake and you could come to a conclusion that 
therefore your side be it Republican or Democrat were really the 
honorable folk and the others were all the bad guys except on a 
Friday you would hear the other stories and you d see that there was 
the same problem in reverse m some other campaign So you ended 
up saying Business does not have all the answers Labor does not 
have all the answers Republicans Democrats big cities small 
cities state government federal government does not have all the 
answers But I m learning I just by chance got put m a very 
interesting campaign which was the first assignment I got because 
this was the fall now of 64 
Election year 

Election year and that cycle your campaign is your first assignment 
because you re right now going into the end of that election I got 
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assigned to the Ed Remecke for Congress campaign in the San 

Fernando Valley I had never met him before had never spent any 

time in the San Fernando Valley 

Did you have political commitments yourself 9 

None My family s not political at all My mother was an active 

participant in her community on school unification drives or things 

like that As I said my father was a businessman What I didn t tell 

you about TRW When Ramo Wooldridge was formed, it was 

formed to be as I said a small techmcal company It opened its first 

office and was starting to look for its first business and Sputnik [first 

earth satellites launched by USSR in 1957] went up 

[President John F ] Jack Kennedy said We will not be 
beaten m this space race and promptly called his brother or 
someone in his cabinet and said Get us into space The people 
that the air force called were Ramo Wooldridge The army as you 
may remember was told We re the muscle of the military We re 
gomg to get us into the space race They had the Redstone missile 
and a bunch of missiles that they started building which got off the 
ground about a hundred feet and crashed Remember the TV at the 
time you kept seeing all these gomg up and falling over and big 
explosions But the army had the seniority m the military and the 
air force kept saying We re working on this Atlas missile We really 
think we re doing a good job And the Atlas missile guidance 
system and all the controls were basically the responsibility of Ramo 
Wooldridge So my dad s company was supposed to help us wm the 
space race and because of that he was working terribly hard and 
long and hard hours 
With no scientific background 9 

He was a busmessman The scientists were the scientists but 
someone had to build the buildings and pay the payrolls and hire the 
scientists and keep all the scientists off each other s case and he did 
that very well and did it well enough that when the government 
formed a company called Aerospace Corporation he was the logical 
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choice to be the president This was a nonprofit to counsel the air 
force and still does He was also smart enough to say I can t be the 
president You need a scientist This country expects scientists to 
run scientific companies they do not expect MBAs to do it So he 
was always behmd the scene as the MBA but got along with the 
scientists and engineers very well But he had no political ambitions 
or predilections 

I ended up thinking I was a Republican and I think they were 
both registered as Republicans but I never discussed it at the dinner 
table He served on the school board and as I said my mom got 
involved in the school type elections That s because they were 
concerned parents They did not have political ambitions And I 
and my three sibs I m the oldest I ve got a younger brother two 
years younger who s a real estate investor m Denver now I ve a 
younger sister two years younger than that four years younger than 
myself who is an aerospace executive in San Diego a single woman 
And I have a younger sister ten years younger than myself who is a 
CPA m Vancouver m Canada where she s married and has two kids 

So I d really no political background at all unlike we 11 get to 
that later my kids who know everything about politics and have 
Ronald Reagan stickers all over their rooms and stuff So my first 
real political exposure was the Ed Remecke campaign m 64 
Were you with it for the whole fall or again four weeks 9 
This was the last four weeks or six weeks of the campaign but m that 
campaign that was most of the campaign He was a local 
businessman He was running agamst [Thomas] Tom Bane a very 
important Democrat at the time and still because Tom Bane is now 
back in the assembly and is one of [Speaker of the Assembly] Willie 
Brown s powerful lieutenants But he was m the assembly at the 
time There was a congressional seat that opened up and he Tom 
Bane was planning to go to Washington as the new congressman 
and everyone expected that Bane would win Well Remecke and his 
campaign manager a very bright man named [Robert] Bob McGee, 
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put together a heck of a campaign a classic walk the districts and 
maximize every opportunity type effort and won Remecke won 
and he went off to Congress and I went back to central Los Angeles 
to continue my Coro experience 
What did you do for the campaign 9 

I did everything that needed to be done that a young man could do 
I drove the candidate around I helped write speeches This was 
when there was an interesting quirk in the pornography law that said 
when you close down a pornographic company you still have to let 
the assets be sold to pay the creditors So one of these compames 
had been closed down and they were about to sell the pornography 
and Remecke came up as a concerned citizen obviously with good 
political instincts and said I will not let this stuff go pubhc I will 
buy all this inventory myself and destroy it So we were going to 
have big public bonfire of all these proofs and whatever the plates 
are the metal plates that you make these pictures out of when you re 
going to put them in the newspaper 

But someone had noticed that all the inventory was not all 
pornographic The printing house had also decided to print regular 
stuff Therefore you had some Macy s ads and some other ads 
Remecke s people before I got there said 'We might make some 
more points by sifting through all this stuff and givmg back the legit 
stuff to the legit companies gratis and maybe endear ourselves to 
them Someone started looking through this and all of a sudden 
they found a printing invoice m which the Democratic party m Los 
Angeles had asked for some prmting Lo and behold on it says 
Plus 10 percent for Tom Bane where in fact the printing house 
had written up the bill 10 percent and given a kickback to our 
opponent So now knowing that there s one of these invoices in this 
huge, huge room full of junk someone had to sort through it all 
They had some qualms about this young man coming m and looking 
at pornography for 

Qmte an assignment for you [Laughter] 
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Yes a number of days but they figured I somehow would 
overcome it So a couple of other people John Harmer, who then 
turned out to be lieutenant governor after Remecke m fact and was 
before that elected to the legislature was one of Remecke s 
volunteers and he and I and a number of others spent two or three 
days one time just looking at pornography all day long 
It gave you something to talk about on the Friday [with Coro] 

Right I had a little different quirk on it than that 
Did you find more of these incriminating invoices 9 
Oh yes We found a whole series of them So then we had three 
events We had the public bonfire of all the pornography We gave 
back all the legit printing to all the legit compames with fanfare 
Then we had this near the end of the campaign exposure of why we 
thought our opponent was a crook and was ripping off his own party 
No one thought it was illegal to do it They just thought it was 
unethical for someone to have his own party bills written up and 
then skim it off the top That helped in our campaign It also helped 
that Tom Bane s brother was having a personal feud with him or 
something so he was driving around the district with a big truck that 
said Don t vote for my brother on the back We were helping 
make sure that truck drove around the district all day all mght all 
the time 

Remecke is one of the people interviewed for the Reagan project 
and he said he had no background came in as a completely 
politically naive person Is that correct 9 

That s correct He was a young businessman in the San Fernando 
Valley who got recruited to run in what everyone knew was a losmg 
race against a local legislator who was obviously going to wm and go 
to Washington 

Was this Bob McGee a knowledgeable 

I don t remember what McGee s political work was before Remecke 
It may be that Remecke was the first time He was and is a terribly 
creative guy Since that time he helped [Robert] Bob Mathias wm a 
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congressional seat m Bakersfield helped Jerry Lewis win his 
congressional seat m Riverside Jerry Lewis is now the number two 
or three leading Republican in the House of Representatives He 
helped [Robert] Bob Beverly wm a special election along the coast 
including Redondo Beach when a special election came up 
[Assemblyman Charles J ] Charlie Conrad died and Bob Beverly 
became one of the candidates And McGee has been very much 
involved with [Peter E ] Pete Schabarum, one of the supervisors in 
L A [Los Angeles] 

He is one of the more creative political campaign consultants 
He also ran the [State Superintendent of Public Instruction Maxwell] 
Max Rafferty primary campaign against [Senator Thomas H ] Tom 
Kuchel and beat Tom Kuchel The problem with that one was that 
when Rafferty won m the primary he woke up the next day, looked 
m the mirror and said I m a genius Bob McGee probably held me 
down fired Bob McGee and ran his own campaign against Alan 
Cranston Cranston s been the U S senator ever smce So that was 
my first political experience 

I then went through the rest of the nine months being 
exposed to the rest of these very interesting experiences the 
Building and Construction Trades Union and a number of others 
Then I got to meet these other people the other eleven who were 
also Coro fellows at the same time one of whom is [Thomas R ] 

Tom Hoeber, who is the publisher of the California Journal and a 
close personal friend smce that time Harvey Hunt who is a senior 
advisor to the superintendent of public instruction and who was 
there when [Superintendent of Public Instruction] Wilson Riles was 
there [Sidney C ] Sid McCausland who was a deputy state treasurer 
and the executive director of the state retirement board under the 
[Governor Edmund G ] Jerry Brown [Jr ] administration A couple 
of others a guy named [David] Dave Liggett who is a Republican 
and was thinking of going into Republican politics like I and actually 
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ran campaigns for a while including the [Peter B ] Pete Wilson for 
governor campaign m 1978 

A number of others who didn t end up bemg as active as 
some of us were on the statewide level [Robert] Bob Bauer, who 
went out to Riverside and is an insurance agent and a minister and is 
on the city council and has been there for twelve or fifteen years 
now So it was a very politically active group and it was selected for 
that purpose So we had a good deal of exposure to each other 
throughout the nine month period 

At the end of that period I had already decided to go mto the 
six month reserve program m the army knowing I needed to have a 
job when I got out I had met a fellow named Gaylord Parkinson 
during Coro who at that time was the chairman of the Republican 
party and he was puttmg together the Republican party staff for the 
1966 election which was to field a candidate against [Governor 
Edmund G ] Pat Brown [Sr ] and the rest of the offices that the 
Republican party would try to field candidates on He had come and 
he had been very impressive and both Dave Liggett and myself had 
said When we get out of the militaiy why don t we go work for the 
state party 9 At that time Liggett and I were supposed to go mto 
the military at the same time so we d both be coming out of the 
military m May of 1966 which would be a good time to get involved 
with the primary election at least briefly and be there through the 
summer and fall for the fall election 

Liggett for some reason I don t remember why now got off 
synch with me and my military so he was three months behind 
Therefore I went mto the military alone and went back to Fort 
Hollabird to fimsh it up in Baltimore Maryland and m early May 
was about to get out and had this tentative agreement with the 
chairman of the party that if it still made sense at the time and I 
came back to California and he wanted to and I wanted to I d get 
hired on the political staff 
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So I called home telling my parents that I am now graduated 
from this military intelligence school finished my six month training 
Two buddies and myself had driven across the country to Baltimore 
in a car a couple of months earlier and the three of us are about to 
drive to California My mom or dad or whoever it was said You 
need to call a fellow named [Edward] Ed Slevin who is trying to hire 
staff for the [Houston I ] Hugh Flournoy campaign I said I don t 
know who Ed Slevm is I don t know who Flournoy is Do you know 
anything about it 9 He said No but Slevm went through Coro m 
San Francisco a few years earlier He has called Coro and said I 
am looking for staff who s available? and they said you and Dave 
Liggett are Republicans and this guy s a Republican and he s 
looking for someone and you re available Liggett s now not 
available for three months so Coro gave them your name I said, 
OK 111 call them sometime in the next couple days as we drive 
across 

So we start driving west and at the first gas station I stopped 
and put a long distance call m to Ed Slevm who said, Chip I ve 
never met you but I ve heard all these mce things about you I m 
sure you re exactly the person I want Could you come to work as 
Hugh Flournoy s administrative assistant m Claremont on the state 
payroll and be a constituent aide but really because back then 
people did that work on the campaign with me I m the campaign 
manager et cetera et cetera He s running agamst Alan Cranston 
He has not declared for reelection in the assembly, and he will be 
the next state controller I m the professional manager, so I won t be 
around and you will be his top person I said Well thank you very 
much Mr Slevin What is the pay 9 Five hundred dollars a 
month which was four hundred dollars more than I was getting 
from the army but much less than the job with the state party 


[End Tape 1 Side A] 
[Begin Tape 1 Side B] 
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I got back m the car looked at these two buddies and said Let me 
tell you about a real funny person who just told all this cock and bull 
about ta da ta da I don t know much about California politics but I 
do know enough about Alan Cranston to know he s the strongest 
Democrat in the state He s running for reelection as state controller 
There s this guy who I never heard of named Hugh Flournoy who s 
gomg to run against him and they re trying to con me into doing it 
He s a moderate Republican and he has a good civil rights record 
which I still cared about at the time They d known that so they d told 
Slevm that and Selvm told me that to try to get me excited If there s 
any dead end street it will be gomg to work for this guy who will be 
unemployed m November 

We started talking about other stuff Well what are you gomg 
to do Chip 9 Well 111 probably go work for the party It sounds 
kind of routine and a little boring because you re working for an 
orgamzation but at least there s a career history I think they were 
paymg something like $1 200 a month and that s a heck of a lot more 
than $500 It was one of those classic discussions that now people 
make movies about where you say Do I really want to take the safe 
and narrow course or should I take this fluke that sounds really kind 
of fun 9 

But you really didn t have a lot of information 
I have so little I don t know what I m really getting into What the 
hell 9 Six months m your life You re out of the army You ve got no 
obligations at all So I stopped at the next gas station where we 
needed to stop for gas so this must be three or four hours later 
called Slevm and said Fine You ve got somebody When do you 
want me to go to work 9 This is like a Thursday or Friday He said I 
need you in Sacramento Monday morning We re having a meeting 
it s a very important meeting at eight o clock Will you be there 9 I 
don t know how I ve got to go to L A and at least get some clothes 
All I ve got is a umform I m not gomg to show up m a private’s 
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oral history 
Claremont 


uniform m the state capital 111 do my best OK It s very 
important, Chip I ve got to take another call chck 

So now we three guys drive full time day and mght to get to 
LA I get there drop them off go see my parents, shave and shower 
and say Nice to see you I m on my way to Sacramento to get this 
new job either fly or drive up I don t remember which, and show up 
Monday mormng bright and early walk into an office that says 
Houston I Flournoy in the front Some very nice lady whom I still 
know says I m Hugh s secretary and I know who you are It s so nice 
to meet you He s at a press conference He just recently declared for 
state controller and Ed Slevin says he s going to meet you here too 
He may not make the meeting until later in the meetmg so you may 
have to go with Hugh Flournoy yourself' I had not the shghtest idea 
of what was going at the time 

What was going on is that [Robert H ] Bob Finch was running 
for lieutenant governor at the time Hugh Flournoy was a member of 
a foursome m the legislature that were kind of Young Turks There 
was [Robert] Bob Monagan Hugh Flournoy [William T ] Bill Bagley 
and [John G ] Jack Veneman Jack Veneman Bill Bagley and Bob 
Monagan had said Hugh, if you run for controller, we will be your 
semor leadership and run your campaign We 11 get our good friend 
Ed Slevin who was a political manager to manage the campaign 
Flournoy had agreed to run on the last day You may have already 
interviewed him and heard the same story 
He has been interviewed 1 

He agreed to run on the day before the last day of filing The story is 
I was not there at the time that they got him drunk over at Frank 
Fat s and said Hugh you ve got to run and under those conditions 
he said yes So they ran around the capital the next day and got 
everyone to sign his papers He was so beloved m the capital even to 


1 Flournoy Houston I California Assemblyman and Controller an 
m the Ronald Reagan Era Government History Documentation Project 
1982 



18 


LAGE 

NIELSEN 


Democrat staff people Willie Brown and all those people signed 
his nomination papers knowing that he wouldn t win Everyone knew 
Cranston would wm but at least this would mean the Republicans 
would have kind of a worthy opponent instead of some of these folks 
that had already declared 

The reason I was there this was like a half a week or so later 
and had to show up is that there was this meeting with Jack Veneman 
who had told Hugh that there was a terribly important reason that 
they had to meet at eight o clock on Monday Hugh walks m at about 
eight ten or something Nice to meet you Chip you ve got to go to 
this meeting Come on No introductions No Who am I 9 Who 
are you*? whatever Just off we go Where s Ed Sievin'? He s not 
here we ve got to go anyway 

We go upstairs to the cafeteria in the top of the capitol sit 
down at a table off to the side with Jack Veneman who says, Hugh 
now really, this decision I ve made to be Bob Finch s campaign 
chairman really is m your best interest because when we do all this 
stuff it 11 help you In essence he was resigmng as Hugh s semor 
person to go with Bob Finch as his semor person Bob Finch having a 
chance to wm Hugh not having a chance to wm and left Hugh out 
there all alone So they re all talking in the way you talk during 
Personal matters, you know It s really m your best interest that we 
separate et cetera et cetera and that was my first exposure Slevin 
shows up about half way through the meeting It s already been 
decided so he can t really react All of a sudden Veneman leaves 
and Hugh says I ve got to go to the floor I m already late I meet 
Slevin for the first time Slevin says, This is just disastrous We re m 
our first week and we ve already lost our semor leadership 
What about the other members of the group 9 

Bagley and Monagan stayed on but Veneman was the one most active 
of them at the time Bob Monagan went on to become speaker so 
he s certainly no slouch, and Bill Bagley went on to become chairman 
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of the Commodity Futures Trading Commission under [President 
Richard M ] Nixon all four of them terribly impressive individuals 
But Veneman was the cohesive leader and he was now 
jumping ship which was going to hurt People were going to say, We 
have two moderate Republicans on the ticket Bob Finch and Hugh 
Flournoy We d better spend our energy where we can win which 
was Bob Finch which was what everyone was worrying about and 
turned out to basically be the case because Flournoy was never 
considered to be winner and never got much money or anythmg else 
How did Flournoy react to this 9 Did he take it hard 9 
I don t remember that per se It s not like your spouse divorcmg you 
You re getting some of their attention but not as much as you wanted 
so you re disappointed They were still good friends and they 
remained good friends One of Jack Veneman s close friends got 
married m the middle of that campaign in Veneman s house and 
Hugh went to the wedding They all stayed buddies and they stayed 
buddies afterwards because Hugh did win and Veneman was still an 
assemblyman as was Bagley But it was an interesting eye opener for 
my first day of employment m the California legislature I was then 
told by Slevm Go down to the office get Fern who was the 
secretary to call Bill and Bob and we re going to have to have a 
meeting at noon 
So you started 

I didn t know who Bill and Bob were I didn t know who these four 
people were So I go down to Fern Appleton and say I don t know 
who Bill and Bob are but we re supposed to get Bill and Bob together 
with Hugh and Ed for lunch She says I know who it is let me tell 
you about it It just never let up I then got sent to Claremont which 
is where Hugh s district was to be his administrative assistant which 
is what my official title was worked in that office and actually did 
administrative assistant type work answered phone calls wrote 
letters tried to get people into prison out of prison whatever help a 
person needed from the assembly office I also then rented an office 
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one floor down in the same building and created a Flournoy for 
Controller office and moonlighted a lot of every day m that office 
It had to be separated 9 

It had to be separated because you couldn t run a political campaign 
out of a state office But I was being paid for basically eight hours a 
day to be an administrative assistant and I probably spent four to six 
hours a day doing that but I spent probably ten hours a day being a 
campaigner 

Slevm did a good job We won the primary I got to meet all 
the people that were part of Flournoy s senior group Slevm then gave 
a proposal to Flournoy as to what he would charge to run the general 
election 

Now was Slevm a professional campaign manager 9 
He was a professional campaign manager He was based here m San 
Francisco He had been [Caspar W ] Cap Weinberger s chief of staff 
when Cap was the chairman of the Republican party and was now 
running campaigns Whether he d run many before I don t know 
But he was part of this moderate Republican group in California that 
had these four Cap Weinberger plus a whole bunch of others They 
were all known to each other and Hugh would normally gravitate 
toward someone like Slevm 

Slevm was in the business of running campaigns which he has 
done since that time and submitted a proposal to Flournoy and his 
treasurer a guy named John Treathway who was Hugh s close 
personal friend The two of them looked at it and said We can t 
afford Slevm Our campaign just won t have the fmances We 11 have 
to find someone else who s cheaper then turned to me and said 
Don t worry Chip We will have a campaign manager soon who will 
be your boss and I m sure we 11 hire somebody who 11 be someone 
you 11 like to work with I said Fine I m on board I don t have 
much of a choice I hope this all works out We never hired anybody 
So you became the manager 

I became the de facto manager and hired the rest of the staff 
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Did you make a new contract 9 

I was on the Assembly payroll the whole time So as a moonlighter I 
did an awful lot of moonlighting We established a campaign office in 
Los Angeles We hired a fellow named Darrell Wold who s now a 
prominent political attorney In Orange County we hired [Martin] 
Marty Dyer who s now with the [Department of] Motor Vehicles We 
hired a bunch of people that were all part of this Republican young 
professional group in California none of whom I had known before 
But all had known each other and were part of Young Republican 
fights and battles 

I also met a young student at Claremont who walked into the 
campaign office one day and said I m a student here and I d like to 
help Hugh Flournoy His name was [Steven A ] Steve Merksamer 
who is now my law partner and close personal friend and was 
[Governor] George Deukmejian s chief of staff for the first term 
Merksamer started doing campaign work a couple of years before that 
as a college student unlike myself always bemg very political 
Naturally m 1966 he said I m going to find a campaign near where 
I m going to school that I can get involved m It happened to be ours 
was the closest one 

There must be an excitement to working in these campaigns 
There s a tremendous excitement in campaigns It s all or nothing 
It s probably similar to what the Wall Street people say about mergers 
and acquisitions When you put together the RJR [R J Reynolds] 
Nabisco deal at KKR it all happens either m a couple of weeks or 
months or it doesn t happen at all That excitement and the 
adrenaline that gets pumped up and the need to do it terribly well, 
terribly quickly is probably similar to some other things like mergers 
and acquisitions but not like much else There is no long range 
planning there is no ability to sit down and strategize too long over a 
crisis You have to respond Your candidate has to go out and say 
something right away 
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It was a very interesting campaign The whole campaign was 
$74 000 Under today s standards you don t even start a campaign 
You don t get a week into the campaign 

Exactly for that amount We ended up riding Ronald Reagan s 
coattails Hugh Flournoy was asked to be a candidate let me go back 
for a minute because he was part of this moderate Republican group 
and George Christopher was going to run against this upstart actor 
called Ronald Reagan The thought was that if more people like 
George Christopher were on the ticket that moderate ticket would be 
the one that would be put in place because the belief was that only a 
moderate could beat Pat Brown No way could this guy Ronald 
Reagan come out of nowhere and all of a sudden beat him But 
Ronald Reagan did win the primaiy and therefore he was the 
Republican nominee As people started to get to know him he 
turned out to be a lot more impressive than everyone had thought 
who had not met him before 

How did the people surrounding Reagan look at Flournoy who had 
supported Christopher 9 

That didn t turn out to be a problem The campaign was run by 
Spencer Roberts [Stuart K ] Stu Spencer and [William E ] Bill 
Roberts are real pros and good people and they didn t have any 
trouble at all We needed, for example, a radio spot to help us m the 
last moments When you have such a small campaign budget you 
basically spend everything near the end We had $20 000, $30 000 
$40 000 of the total left maybe less than that 

I called people like Spencer Roberts and said You re the 
pros I m the amateur This is my first time What do I do 9 I only got 
10 grand or 20 grand left They said You ve got to do radio It s the 
only thing that can get you any exposure on that budget 1 

So I came up with an idea that I don t publicize because it s 
now called dirty politics But [Samuel W ] Sam Yorty was the mayor 
of Los Angeles at the time He hated Alan Cranston We heard that 
he had said nasty things about him in press interviews so I took one of 
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my researchers and had him go around to all these radio and TV 
stations to find footage of Cranston comments by Yorty and they 
found a bunch of quotes all different times But Sam Yorty pauses all 
the time so you can splice his quotes together So we spliced, I think 
it was eleven or fourteen seconds of quotes together that says This is 
Sam Yorty mayor of Los Angeles No It starts off Alan Cranston s 
a bad man He only cares about himself He doesn t care about the 
Democratic party 

Those were perfect quotes but it was eleven or fourteen 
seconds We needed the rest of a minute to come up with a spot We 
had a friend at Marsteller Advertising giving us some advice One of 
the guys was a friend of Hugh s and he said If we get Ronald 
Reagan to be the introducer and concluder of the spot it d be great 
We wrote something out and we took it over to Bill Roberts and said 
Would Ronald Reagan do this 9 It basically says My good friend 
Sam Yorty has something to say about Alan Cranston and Yorty 
would come on and say it 

LAGE This is all without Yorty s permission 9 

NIELSEN All without Yorty s permission or knowledge at all Then Ronald 

Reagan would say And that s why Democrats and Republicans alike 
need to unite and elect Hugh Flournoy as our next controller 
Flournoy Flournoy Flournoy Flournoy because we had to get the 
name out We d run it just m Los Angeles where Yorty s name was 
well known and it might have some impact 

So they said to me, Yes you can get Ronald Reagan to tape it 
He 11 do it at the Palladium between the entree and dessert where he 
is the speaker m one of the little rooms in the back So I get this big 
tape recorder that they give me a fancy one go m there and I m 
sitting m this back room with this tape on and the script, and m walks 
Ronald Reagan Two of us alone The only time I ve ever really met 
him Now I m a prominent Republican but I have never had any 
contact with Ronald Reagan except that time 1966 
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He walks in and I m just sitting there waiting for him to read 
the script I think I hand him this piece of paper and he looks at me 
with this real perplexed look and he says, Turn on the tape I said 
Well Mr Reagan this has to be forty four seconds Would you like 
to read it through 9 I get this look Oh my God do I have to put up 
with these incompetents 9 Would you please turn on the tape 9 he 
says I turned on the tape and he reads aloud the script for the first 
time He has never read it He says it with vigor perfect timing 
perfect intonation and everything else and fimshes with vigor and all 
and starts walking off 

I said Wait a minute 1 I have to have forty four seconds 
Could you do it one more time 9 He turns around he s a very mce 
person as we all now know with this, Well, OK, young man, 111 
suffer you but I ve already done it He does it again exactly the same 
way perfect and all that The first one I can t remember exactly but 
111 just use this as a hypothetical The first one is 43 8 seconds and the 
next one is 43 9 seconds or something 
Incredible 

Absolutely incredible I learned m forty three seconds what everyone 
else took a long long time to understand that this man is a real pro m 
that area The Great Communicator can communicate sight unseen 
as if he had known Hugh Flournoy for a hundred years and they d 
practiced all day long to do it 

So we spliced the two tapes together we ran it and we went to 
the Biltmore Hotel that night like everyone else Ronald Reagan 
won, and Bob Finch won 
This is the very last minute 

Yes We did this about the last week of the campaign So on the 
Tuesday night of election we d done everything else we could do all 
the Republicans in California show up at the Biltmore Hotel or one 
of the places I think it was the Biltmore for election mght 
celebration Ronald Reagan wins overwhelmingly early in the mght 
Bob Fmch wins overwhelmingly early m the mght Ivy Baker Priest 
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our candidate for treasurer looks like she might sneak in As 
expected Hugh Flournoy is 200 000 or 300 000 votes behmd but made 
a decent effort and did better than [Mervin] Merv Field had said who 
thought Cranston was going to win like 2 to 1 in the polls just before 
the election 

We were land of depressed but Hugh Flournoy wasn t He 
said No it s just not right It s going to turn around Sure Hugh 
Nice guy good college professor but the votes are the votes' Alan 
Cranston knew he won and in the fact the next mormng he got m an 
airplane from L A where he was celebrating and went to San Jose 
knowing he was the winner although it was true that some of the 
votes hadn t come m and it wasn 1100 percent But the trend was 
there it was close there At about four or five o clock in the mormng 
Hugh Flournoy won the next day 
Some votes came in from Orange County 

Yes Back then we had a lot less of professional knowledge of from 
where the votes were coming m and how they came m and how fast 
and it was just as you expect You got more of the Cranston votes 
early m the night and more Flournoy votes late m the mght I can t 
remember what we won by but we won by 30 000 12,000 or 
something thousand votes enough that Alan Cranston got off the 
airplane in San Jose at about ten or eleven o clock that mormng and 
someone put a microphone m his face and said What do you think 
about your election 9 He said Well as the only Democrat who 
survived the Ronald Reagan landslide I m going to lead my party out 
of the wilderness No Controller Cranston you lost We want to 
know what s your reaction He turned around and walked off And 
someone said Yeah Alan I guess you did 

We had a victory party that night and the next day we were 
driving out to Claremont and I was dnvmg him, and he started talking 
about what we re going to need to do m Sacramento I said What do 
you mean we 9 I ve been in Sacramento once Hugh back when I 
was a Coro intern and I really don t think I have any interest m going 
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there The city really didn t turn me on The people I met for some 
reason that week didn t turn me on I ve never really thought about 
Sacramento I think now that you ve won I ve got enough interest m 
politics that I probably should go to Washington and get a job there m 
the capital and work there for a while and see if I really want to 
pursue this as part of my career He said ' You can t do that You re 
my manager, the only guy I ve got Who s going to have the 
institutional memory of all the stuff that s happened in the last six 
months' 7 You ve got to come for six months I said, 1 OK, for six 
months 111 come not a day longer 

What role did he have in mind 9 Why was the institutional memory 
important in this case* 7 

I knew all his friends I knew who gave him money I knew who 
supported him I knew who claimed that they were his backers but 
then never produced anything I knew who would be in line for thmgs 
At that time he had what are called the inheritance tax appraisers 
which were political plums, and we d been running against Alan 
Cranston about how we were going to throw out all those people and 
select people based on merit after giving tests Someone had to come 
up with a system to give the tests Someone had to remember who 
our friends were and who our friends weren t If we had a bunch of 
people who passed the tests who were we going to select' 7 I was the 
only person m the whole state that was basically able to do that 
Plus, you knew what you d promised to do 
Yes and I was there when he kept making the promises exactly 
Did you feel an affinity towards him a loyalty by this time' 7 
Oh yes no question He is my mentor He was a tremendous 
mentor I like him as a person today I m going to see him tomorrow 
night There s a group here in San Francisco called The Party’s Not 
Over It s a bunch of political junkies that have a great time one 
evening every year and he sits at my table every year I like him as a 
person I don t see him as much as I used to because he s now m 
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Sacramento and I m here but he s a great person I loved him from 
the day I met him and I love him now 
What s he doing now 9 

He s a professor at USC at their off site campus and basically does 
their lobbying work for them He sits on a number of boards of 
directors and is basically a Sacramento ammal and probably will stay 
there the rest of his career 

So we went to Sacramento In fact, we went up the next week 
and sat down in the controller s office with Alan Cranston who said 
Hugh you ve admitted and I ve admitted you don t know much about 
this office You don t really know what you got by winning but let me 
tell you Here are the boards you sit on and here s the work that 
needs to be done and here s some stuff that s unfinished busmess m 
my mind that let me tell you about Let me tell you who the semor 
staff people are and the ones I think you are not going to want to 
change and they re very loyal civil servants that will be there working 
for you regardless of your registration And I ve got one project called 
the Compensating Victims legislation The controller s office is 
working on that I really care about it it hasn t been implemented 
much Hope you will get your teeth into that and want to do that 

And as you know you have seven hundred or whatever it 
was employees all of which are permanent except two You have 
two slots so if this young man who s with you or whoever else you re 
going to have those are the chief deputy spot and assistant deputy 
spot that you have available You don t have any control over what 
you pay them It s all part of the budget I ve written it down for you 
so you can know who you want to recruit So he gives Hugh a little 
piece of paper Hugh glances at it stone faced puts his paper m the 
pocket, and we leave 

Remember I ve been making $500 a month so I don t know 
what the state pays So we walked out and he s already told me I m 
gomg to fill one of those two spots and I m going to be the second spot 
because he needs a full fledged deputy for which he then goes and 
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hires [John] Jack Sheehan and then Kirk West and looks up and says 
Remember I said I d try to do better than 5 [hundred] and I m a little 
taken aback by this salary figure so I don t know what to do I said 
Look I m not going to quibble I told you six months Whatever it 
pays, 111 be here for six months It was $1 700 a month more money 
than I ever had in my life 

So I stayed with him for two years all through 67 and 68 a 
fascinating two years Ronald Reagan had just arrived as the 
governor Hugh Flournoy was not part of that team Ronald Reagan 
very quickly assembled a group of very conservative outsiders who 
disliked the insiders Hugh being an insider He d been a legislator 
knew all these people that were still there Bob Finch was considered 
an insider by the Reagan people and we were part of the group that 
was close to Finch So we had an interesting time We were still 
Repubhcans and we were still part of the overall administration but 
there was a distance that started off It came around real quick after a 
while but during those first couple of years there were a lot of people 
looking over each other s shoulders and wondering who was going to 
survive and all 

For example Ronald Reagan as governor appomted Gordon 
Paul Smith as the first director of Finance who was a management 
consultant, I think with McKenzie [and Company Inc ] and came m 
and was an absolute disaster Had the wrong personality had the 
wrong judgment just made all sorts of mistakes but was a rock ribbed 
conservative and was part of this If you re a conservative you 11 
probably do a good job mentality that was there at the start He 
didn t He did a terrible job 

After Gordon Smith the second person that the governor 
brought in was [Caspar W ] Cap Weinberger a moderate or liberal 
out of San Francisco that shook everybody up All sorts of comments 
in the press that he has betrayed the revolution even way back then 
But Cap turned out to be a very good director of Finance What 
Ronald Reagan has proven from the day he got there is that he is a 
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conservative but he s not an ideologue and he looks for talented 
people and he looks for people that can accomplish things He says 
all the right things that people want to hear but if you watch what he 
then does you find out that 

For example when he ran for president he had people on the 
delegation who were pro choice and were for civil rights and all sorts 
of things He didn t really care His daughter Maureen is a very 
liberal, emancipated woman He didn t disown her because she didn t 
believe what some of the right wing thought should be believed We 
learned that pretty early, which meant Hugh got along with Ronald 
Reagan very well, but a lot of the staff had this staff jealousy 
Staff m the governor s office 

In the governor s office versus the Finch office versus the Flournoy 
office versus the legislative staff 

Was it part of your role to be a liaison with the governor s office 9 
Not really My job was to work on the inheritance tax appraisers to 
be the representative on a number of boards and commissions that 
the controller sat on that he didn t want to go to directly the Board of 
Control for example and the State Teachers Retirement Board 

I had said when I got there I don t want to be political 
anymore meaning campaigns I like the thought of making it a 
better state and that s always been my interest Hugh before I got 
hung up in, first the Reinecke and now your campaign So I d like to 
stop being the campaigner We now are successful We can go get 
the Ed Slevms of the world who do like to run campaigns and let them 
do it So I left the political side of it as much as possible and became 
more public policy oriented and spent those two years working on 
things that were substantive matters that were responsibilities of his 
office 

Developing policies with him 9 

Yes I can t remember all the projects right now but they were just a 
whole bunch of not terribly monumental matters at the time that are 
state policy responsibilities of the controller s office How should you 
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do certain things 9 How does the gas tax get allocated throughout 
California 9 How do you solve certain litigation matters 9 How do you 
just run the office 9 As one of the two exempt deputies working with 
the other deputy and working with all the civil servants as to how 
things could be handled better 
How did you find the civil servants 9 

Excellent Some very talented people very loyal and dedicated 
people I had a secretary, Ruth Gerwer, who I still correspond with 
and who I think still works in the controller s office When I d go back 
after I left Sacramento five or six years after that I d still get a young 
hero s welcome in there We just got along fine Ronald Reagan as 
you remember said Government is inefficient and we re gomg to cut 
it 10 percent and another 10 percent so there was a real animosity by 
civil servants who had maybe spent their whole career there to say I 
don t think that s right I don t think I m a clot I don t think I m here 
m public service because I couldn t make it m private service That s 
wrong I don t think Ronald Reagan really ever believed that I think 
it was a politician s way of symbolizing what he wanted to do which 
was' eliminate waste 
From the outside looking m 

I think he put down a lot of people inadvertently Instead of saying I 
know there are some people in state government that aren t efficient 
and we re gomg to let them go work someplace else because we ve got 
a team to build that has to be lean and mean Then everyone looks 
at each other and says I m sure he s talking about some other 
colleague of mine not me And I want to be part of that lean mean 
machine and we re all gomg to work together It just didn t work 
that way 

Then you would have the cabinet members people like 
Gordon [C ] Luce who was secretary at the Business and 
Transportation Agency who took Ronald Reagan seriously and said, 
OK, if I ve got to cut everything 10 percent I will even though 
they re hard decisions And [Spencer] Spence Williams who was 
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[secretary of the] Health and Welfare [Agency], who said, I can t do 
this and I can t do that and I can t do the following So by the end of 
the first fiscal year Gordon had cut his 10 percent and probably more 
and Spence hadn t cut anything So next year, Ronald Reagan asked 
for a second ten percent cut from each department s budget which by 
then should have been already ten percent below what each director 
had wanted it to be 
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But because all directors were not m fact reducing their budgets by 10 
percent you ended up with the people who were trying hard feeling 
frustrated because they were lowering their own expenditures and 
were being told to cut from that base, while the people that were 
continuing to pad their expenditures still had enough there to take out 
a little more later and get away with it 

I stayed in Hugh s office for two years The sprmg of the first 
year which was 67 I started also thinking about what I wanted to do 
when I didn t want to be staff Within a couple weeks or months of 
being there I realized I did not want to work in that building the rest 
of my life It was just a real easy decision I don t remember exactly 
when and how it occurred I also agreed after some period of time it 
may have been a year or two I did not want to run for office Half 
the people three quarters of the people m the capital do want to run 
for office 

How did you come to that decision 7 
I m not sure It just happened 
Had it occurred to you previously that 

I don t think so but when you work now with two campaigns I d 
been with a successful congressional campaign still had contacts with 
Remecke successful statewide campaign at age twenty two or 
whatever I was at the time you do end up with stars m your eyes I 
know that m hindsight because the girl I was dating at the time got so 
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frustrated with me she took off Seven years later we got married 
But had we gotten married then when I think I considered myself one 
of the bright shimng lights m Sacramento at the time and it was just 
too heady an experience I m sure we would have been divorced and 
that would have been sad 

But I had risen too quickly I hadn t gone through any of the 
apprenticeships hadn t worked in the party hadn t come from a 
political family that had been in the trenches at all I just kind of 
started at the top I did real well at the top and kept getting requests 
for different job opportunities all during those next six years and 
quickly backed away from my promise to only stay the six months 

In the spring of 67 I started going to McGeorge Law School 
[at University of the Pacific] I think I only took a couple of courses 
because I was off synch You normally start m September But I 
wanted to see what law school is all about what law is all about 
because I had no background I had no family members that were 
lawyers so I didn t really know much about the profession and I 
didn t know what the courses would be like But I knew I didn t want 
to be an assistant to somebody else forever I think you pick that up 
real quick just by looking around and saymg, What s it gomg to be 
like if I were ten or twenty years older than I am now 9 Would I want 
to be domg the same thing 9 Some people have and some of the 
people that I had known real well are still there m somewhat similar 
positions although more senior now than they were twenty years ago 
But I knew I didn t want to so I started gomg to law school and then 
decided I liked the idea of being a lawyer with the flexibility it has and 
the training it gives you even if you don t actually decide to practice 
LAGE You went while you were still working with Flournoy 9 

NIELSEN I went for four years including two summers, three mghts a week 

every week of the year It was a long long haul If I were not smgle 
and a couple other things which 111 tell you about a little later didn t 
occur it just wouldn t have happened But a bunch of other young 
people were gomg to law school at the time and a bunch did later 
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Steve Merksamer went later and a bunch of other people that I know 
now all did the same thing Most of them [capitol staff persons] found 
just being a staff person was as much as they wanted to work and they 
wanted to enjoy their evenings When they all were out having a good 
time I was over at law school or reading some case But I am a 
workaholic I need a lot less sleep than most people so I d be the first 
person m the controller s office m the morning the last person to 
leave unless it was a law school night Even then law school didn t 
start until 7 00 and at 6 45 you could throw a brick through that office 
and wouldn t hit anybody not in all the other offices in the capital 

But I had agreed in my own mind and told Flournoy I don t 
want to be a political person I don t want you to have to rely on me 
for your reelection You need somebody else In fact I had someone 
in mind a fellow named Dana Reed who was my roommate at the 
time, who had worked m the Finch election had come to Sacramento 
and was now Gordon Luce s assistant over at Business and 
Transportation He loved politics and he loved to campaign he loved 
going to these meetings and strategizing and being part of the fray I 
liked being in Sacramento and not having to leave Sacramento to 
worry about organizing southern California and doing fund raising 
and all that So it looked like it was going to be fine And there were 
enough other substantive jobs in Sacramento that I could land one 
substantive job that made some sense 

So now it s the 68 election We have no state elections up 
everyone s just been there for two years But we have Richard Nixon 
running for president not Hugh Flournoy s first choice We were 
supportmg people like [New York Mayor] John [V ] Lindsay or 
others I can t remember who we were supporting for president at the 
time I think it was John Lindsay for vice president I went back to 
Miami for the national convention 
Was [Nelson A ] Rockefeller m that 68 

I honestly can t remember All I can remember by the time we got to 
Miami it was a fait accompli that Nixon was going to be the nominee 
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The only question was going to be who he would select for vice 
president I m trying to remember who he did Was that when he 
selected Spiro [T ] Agnew 9 Yes But I was terribly disappointed in 
him and the Republicans at the end of that week m Miami I 
remember because he was not my guy and didn t seem to be the 
person we wanted History proved me right on that one So Hugh 
who was the chairman of Educators for Nixon m the state helped 
Jack Veneman who was the Nixon chairman in the state again being 
someone that Finch who was very close to Nixon, said to Nixon Jack 
Veneman s the best organizer around Use him 
Did they support Nixon more enthusiastically than you or they were 
just being good party people 9 

No I think they did Yes and no They were good party people They 
were ten or fifteen years older than I They did what I do now and 
say This is our nominee and we re going to try and get him elected 
give it our all But I was still young enough to not be so partisan at 
the time and I hadn t needed to be partisan with Flournoy because 
Flournoy was such a respected legislator on both sides of the aisle that 
when I came in as his assistant I inherited the respectability withm 
the legislative establishment So the legislators who were moderates 
or Democrats respected me the conservatives were still Republicans 
and all the staff people that I met I found very comfortable to be with 
Did you have a role with the legislature 9 

Not really because Hugh didn t have any responsibility at all He 
would still go over and have dinners or lunches with them, and they 
were still his buddies but he didn t really have enough 
He didn t push certain legislation 

He didn t have much he had to do Yes he had to change the 
inheritance tax referees law then called appraisers and he did get a 
bill through on that In fact there was a bill that he got through m 
four hours one day There was some crisis that occurred and he knew 
what to do and he was the best person to do it and Reagan needed it 
done so he just walked it right on through the whole process and 
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brought it down and said Governor sign it and it s law Reagan 
said What do you mean 7 It takes thirty days for hearings Hugh 
said No If you sign it it s going to be law That was a fun day 

But he really wasn t that involved in the legislative process 
other than I met a lot of the legislative people in his company or 
because I was working in his office I started dating some of the 
secretaries in the legislature But he had all these buddies there that 
were still there and opponents that were there that respected him My 
friend Tom Hoeber who I mentioned from Coro, was working for 
Jesse [M ] Unruh at the time who was speaker [of the assembly] So 
there were a whole bunch of young professionals you all just 
gravitated together 

There was a weekly cocktail and dance at the top of the El 
Mirador Hotel and all of us would show up there It had nothing to 
do with political parties and it had nothing to do with who you worked 
for Look around find some good looking gal to dance with or talk to 
your buddies In other words it was a single person s paradise I m 
not sure how it is now but then for sure it was And a whole bunch of 
people had just come because Jesse Unruh was professionalizing the 
legislature so he was hiring a lot of young staff people And now the 
whole Reagan administration had come in as a new administration 
and brought in a whole bunch of other young people So it was a 
good fun time even for those who left early to go to law school 

Richard Nixon wins and surprisingly the Republicans win 
control of the assembly by one vote Bob Monagan is designated to 
be the new speaker to begin in January This is now the second week 
of November I go into Flournoy s office and say, I think it s time for 
me to leave If I were you I would hire Dana Reed to take my spot 
because he is a political animal and you need to worry about your 
reelection and whatever you want to do two years from now I am 
interested in a substantive job What about something m the 
legislature 9 
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I don t remember how I came into it or if they asked me or I 
asked them but I became the leading candidate as the administrative 
officer of the assembly and thought that was going to be just fine I 
got hired by Monagan was assigned to the Rules Committee which is 
a seven member committee four Republicans and three Democrats 
chosen by their respective caucuses That position makes all the 
expenditures made $11 point something million each year It 
admimstrates the assembly hires all the secretaries, assigns all the 
offices, leases all the cars rents all the district offices, buys all the 
equipment, determines what the staff of each of these committees and 
various units will be how much the caucuses get or how many aides 
do speakers get and at what salary level sets all the salanes does all 
the paperwork makes the payrolls twice a month et cetera most of 
which is done by permanent staff and people that push the paper and 
know how to lease automobiles But it s run by designees of the 
majority party 

How political are these decisions or were they under you 9 
They are and they aren t I hired Tom Hoeber, who was a Democrat 
and used to work for Jesse Unruh as my number two man m 
command 

Because you knew Tom Hoeber 9 Or was there an idea of balancing 9 
Both Monagan was going to run a good government assembly as 
compared to making a bunch of assignments that were strictly 
partisan so he supported that I happened to like Hoeber I also 
didn t know many of these other people around There was a 
perception I wasn t there so I don t know if it was true or false that 
the previous administration was a good deal more sexist and 
unprofessional than I wanted to be There were stories about young 
secretaries being told Please stand up and turn around slowly twice 
and 111 tell you if I m going to hire you I just had no mterest m that 
at all 

So I set up basically a bipartisan administration and ran it 
with a very even hand and a very open candidness about why things 
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had to be done A Democrat had a large office, he or she was no 
longer in the majority party therefore he or she had to move Instead 
of coming up with some phony stones, you just say I m sorry, I don t 
have any choice I ve got only so many square feet in the assembly site 
to house everybody and all the Republicans are ready to take the big 
offices because they re now the majority party and you all have to 
move So it was my job to play musical chairs 
A lot of people moved 

Everybody moved basically except one lady Pauline Davis would 
not move and we built a wall through her office and created two 
offices out of it She was one that would not move But that s the 
way for example we would handle it I would go talk to her and she 
would say no and give me all this argument I would go back to the 
Rules Committee and tell my chairman I just can t get her to be 
reasonable He would then say What do you want to do 9 I d say I 
can t do it I m the low man on the totem pole Why don t you two 
Democratic senior members John [L] Burton and George [N ] 
Zenovich go tell her what the facts of life are We all agree don t 
we 9 All seven of us agiee she has to move 9 Oh yes all seven of us 
agree OK you two guys do it We 11 do some routine stuff in the 
meeting and come back and tell us you ve been successful 

They both come back with a wail There must be some other 
way to do this Chip I said to my chairman What do you want me to 
do 9 Well come on Chip you ve got to come up with some creative 
solution So I d stay up all night trying to figure it out and I d have 
this big chart of the various floors of the assembly I had to fit 
everybody in and you only had so many places to fit so I came up 
finally with the idea that we d build a wall It was a committee office 
You had her office, another staff office a secretary’s and then, over 
on the right side you d have another couple offices and a reception 
area that was all contiguous before We put a wall through knocked 
another door in and you had small legislator s office now on the right 
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side and she stayed m her office her personal office being a little 
bigger than her status deserved But you could work those things out 
Aside from the political reward to the majority party was there a 
reason for having the larger offices' 7 

It was totally status [W ] Craig Biddle was the majority floor leader 
for example he had a staff in fact that s where Steve Merksamer 
went to work and he needed a place to put them The old majority 
floor leader didn t have any staff anymore so he didn t need all the 
space he used to be m It does happen every time there s a change 
even internally now when you change caucus positions Ross 
Johnson becomes minority floor leader instead of [Patrick J ] Pat 
Nolan they make changes m the office to accommodate it Besides 
you re getting people elected all the time and those who lose 
obviously they lose their office There s a seniority in pecking 
northern views which you don t have to pull your shades at all versus 
western views where it s hot every afternoon So you have to pick and 
choose what are the best offices and there s a hierarchy that I 
inherited of what were considered the best offices 

Obviously Monagan moved into the speaker s office Jesse 
Unruh was the speaker and moved out Then the question is how do 
you make the musical chairs work 9 And then there are a whole bunch 
of personnel questions that come up In fact I remember an 
interesting story because he s now the mayor of San Francisco 
During one of my first weeks there I got a call from John Burton who 
was one of the senior Democrats on the committee and he said 
There s a terrible thing happening in San Francisco and only you can 
solve it You and I have to drive to San Francisco today I call 
[Eugene A ] Gene Chappie who was the chairman of the Rules 
Committee, and said Do I have to do this 9 Burton won t tell me 
what the crime is just that I m the only person who can solve it 
Gene said Go with him It s worth a half a day or a day of your life 
to take care of one of our members and humor him 
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So I get m the car and I keep trying to pry to find out what s 
going on He won t tell me We get down to the San Francisco State 
Building and we go into where his office is, and Willie Brown s office, 
John [F ] Foran s office who was another assemblyman at the time 
and they all have decent offices A little run down They d been there 
for a while and like all offices, they looked like they should look He 
said See now you know what I m talking about Let me go show you 
the crime 

We walked down the hall to the other side of that first floor in 
the state building and go into a newly fixed up office of a newly 
elected assemblyman Leo [T ] McCarthy Standing on a big tall 
ladder was a fellow named Art Agnos who is McCarthy s new 
administrative assistant who has negotiated with my predecessor 
who is a lame duck the space and negotiated all sorts of goodies hke 
new desks new couches and all that and is putting up these big fancy 
pictures of Jack Kennedy on the walls of an office two or three times 
mcer than the senior members hke Burton and Brown 

At that point I started to negotiate with Art Agnos to figure 
out how I was going to solve all this He and I have been friends ever 
since and I m now his volunteer lawyer as mayor 

That kind of bipartisanism did work during that year I ended 
up with a lot of friends on the Democratic side George [R ] Moscone 
was a San Francisco state senator and he was doing some stuff with 
his Rules Committee on his side so I had to spend more time with 
him than I might with others I got to know a lot of people on both 
sides of the aisle in both houses I was not only the CEO of the 
assembly I was the CEO of what was called the Joint Rules 
Committee So my job was also to do the things that the whole 
legislature needed to do together like the legislative counsel’s office 
the legislative analyst s office computerization of the legislative bill 
system et cetera So I got to know a whole bunch of people 
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And apparently according to what people tell me I had a very 
good reputation to be fair and open and honest and very straight 
about this stuff and ended up with their respect across the board 
How did you solve the office problem m San Francisco 9 
I just gave them a little more goodies on their side 
You didn t have to restrict Leo McCarthy 
I did not restrict Leo McCarthy Everyone in the legislature just 
wants a little more they also know they can t get too much more So 
most of the time they would ask and expect to get nothmg or a half of 
a loaf You learn that early on and you just started making do on that 

I had a secretary at the time m fact that was George 
Moscone s former secretary who liked to bake bread So she would 
two or three times a week get up at three or four in the morning and 
bake fresh bread and bring it in the office, and it became kind of a 
tradition that people would want to show up in my office early in the 
mormng to get a piece of this fresh bread Or she d be making 
sandwiches If I had a special lunch or something I d have a working 
lunch and all of a sudden I d have these extra people all of them 
coming in and saying I d be glad to work through lunch to partake 
m a fun little picnic we would have there 

It sounds as if you got to know people m kind of a special way from 
that job Nuts and bolts 

Yes You see them from a different vantage point You see some of 
their flat sides because they do get nasty and angry when they have 
been denied a perk But on the whole I found all 120 of them very 
decent people 

As a lot of people do now I make the contrast between the 
legislature in 1969 versus the legislature today and find a lot more 
strength and impressiveness then than now Maybe it s not a fair 
comparison because I don t live and work in Sacramento anymore but 
there for sure was less partisamsm, there seemed to be more interest 
m doing what was right If we need a child care program we 11 get a 
child care program instead of someone saying That was his idea and 



41 


LAGE 

NIELSEN 


LAGE 

NIELSEN 

LAGE 

NIELSEN 


LAGE 

NIELSEN 


111 kill it because it wasn t ray idea which seems to be happening all 
the time You had an interaction with Ronald Reagan, who was 
supposedly going to be an anathema to them but wasn t he was just 
too mce a guy Especially during his second term he ended up 
working with them pretty well 

But you do hear that he didn t work well with them at all to begin 
with Is that a correct impression? 

It s probably true that m early 67 that was correct But for sure by the 
second term and I don t remember precisely it was too long ago but 
somehow that changed quickly I would bet it s before the end of the 
first term I would bet by 68 or 69 they were working really very 
well 

Did you have any role there? 

No 

You didn t work with the governor s office? 

No The legislative aides George [R Steffes] and others were doing 
a good job for him He s just so personable The moderates had 
learned that he was not this right wing ogre that everyone had 
originally thought By 69 Bob Finch had left He went to 
Washington to become secretary of HEW [Health Education and 
Welfare] which is what it was called at the time and Ed Remecke 
had been selected as lieutenant governor So you now had a 
lieutenant governor who was a soulmate of Ronald Reagan I think 
thmgs were totally under control by then if I remember correctly 
How about your working with Monagan? Did you have a close 
relationship with him? 

Yes and no He had hired a staff separate from the Rules staff 
There was immediate friction between the two staffs and Monagan 
stayed and proved loyal to his staff versus some of my ideas I felt his 
staff wasn t very strong and I recommended that he fire his chief of 
staff and hire the deputy director of Finance, a fellow whose name is 
Kirk West who s now president of the California Chamber of 
Commerce I was too young and naive at the time to know that that 
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was just not a palatable recommendation Kirk West knew it also so 
he didn t toss his hat in the ring he stayed in Finance and enjoyed 
himself But I ended being on the outs by the end of 69 because of a 
candidness that was not appreciated 

I said and it s not because hindsight s always 20/20 
Monagan you re doing a great job being a bipartisan leader and I 
think I m doing a decent job being a bipartisan administrative officer 
But you lose your speakership if you lose the races, and therefore 
you ve got to be more partisan m certain things I don t want to do 
that That s the reason I left Flournoy s office You don t seem to 
want to do it because you like running a good government type 
assembly But someone s got to do it so you ve got to have someone 
like a Kirk West or a Dana Reed or some of these people that like to 
be strong leaders do some things that 11 make sure your assembly 
majority is helped 

He did not buy that he did not change his staff When Ed 
Reinecke three quarters or eleven months into that year came over 
into my office and sat down and said I m about to fire my chief of 
staff He was selected for me by the Ronald Reagan administration 
We re just not working together You re the only other person I know 
m Sacramento 

He was a newcomer to Sacramento 9 

Yes Would you be my chief of staff 9 I said Yes right away I 
wasn t sure what I was getting into but I knew what I was getting out 
of It was getting just too uncomfortable especially because I was 
making a recommendation which I wasn t willing to implement myself 
I was saying I don t want to be your chief of staff although he and 
everyone else thought I was trying to throw out the other guy so I 
could be there and be the undisputed numero uno I honestly didn t 
But they didn t know me and everyone else in that building spends all 
their time trying to climb up the ladder inside the building So they 
were sure that s what I was doing and didn t appreciate it, especially 
when I said I won t tal e the job and I won t want to be political like 
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I m recommending you be In hindsight I probably might have done 
things differently But it was good advice at the time because 
Monagan unfortunately one year later lost his speakership because 
he lost the assembly majority 

I left then at the end of 69 to go be Reinecke s chief of staff 
My number three person was a fellow named [James R ] Jim 
Schomng also from Coro Foundation who had gone through a couple 
years after I did I had brought him m as the third person m Rules I 
was number one Tom Hoeber was number two and Jim was number 
three When I left, the assembly quickly told Tom Hoeber You 
know, you re a mce guy but we re not going to make you number one 
This is a Republican administration you re a Democrat and used to 
work for Jesse Unruh Tom said Before you even tell me what else 
you re going to do let me just tell you I m going to leave So my 
number three guy Jim Schomng then became my successor 
Did you think that getting into the Remecke office would get you back 
into political 

No I specifically knew it would not because Bob McGee still was his 
campaign manager Before I said yes to take the chief of staff job, I 
agreed that that was only substantive government work that I had to 
do and Bob McGee would run the campaign like he had run his 
congressional campaigns I didn t have to worry about that at all 
Besides by this time I was in real trouble in law school because when 
I took the assembly job that was a ten hour a day seven day a week 
job so I started missing too many classes at McGeorge McGeorge 
put me on what was called attendance probation and said 1 If you 
don t show up at every single class we 11 kick you out of school I by 
that time decided I didn t want to lose that investment so Remecke 
and I struck a deal that runmng the office I figured I could do with 
three nights a week over at law school 
So that was part of the agreement 

It did not turn out to be that way but that s what the agreement was 
Four months after I joined the office Ed Remecke fired Bob McGee 
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and I ran the reelect campaign in 1970 from Burbank and ran the 
lieutenant governor s office from Sacramento, and attended law 
school three mghts a week 

You did all these and kept your probationary status at law school 9 
I kept my probationary status because on Tuesday mormng I would fly 
to Burbank and run the campaign Tuesday stay overmght at an 
apartment that I had down there and stay Wednesday until about 
three or four o clock I d get on an airplane to Sacramento I would 
drive from the airport where I had left the car into the capital and 
pick up my pending file for the state work from my secretary who was 
waiting for me and I would quickly drive immediately over to law 
school 

I had my books in the car which I had obviously not read at all 
and I would sit behind the post if I could including the class of 
[Anthony] Tony Kennedy now a U S Supreme Court justice and then 
constitutional law professor and hope that the professors would 
assign cases alphabetically throughout the students So we all sat A 
through Z, and I d be about in the middle So when they would get 
to cases where they re asking people in the M s I would start reading 
two or three cases in advance quickly It s called briefing cases 
They d say Mr Nielsen, what do you think Smith v Jones is all 
about 9 So I would try my best to read Smith v Jones and maybe one 
case before it and one case after hoping out of that three cases I d be 
lucky and get that one Sometimes I was and sometimes I wasn t 

So I did attend every class I did not read the cases I did not 
study the work My grade point [average] it was already pretty poor 
because of 69 went to hell in 70 and 71 So I fimshed up McGeorge 
with less than a graduating score and took the bar without bemg a 
graduate of McGeorge McGeorge did not want me to be one of the 
failures on their bar statistics so they certified me to take the bar but 
they agreed that only if I passed the bar I then had to come back and 
make up my bad grades after I was a lawyer 
Is that what happened 9 


LAGE 
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NIELSEN That s what happened 

LAGE I guess that shows you don t need the top grades in law school 

NIELSEN Maybe I probably would have learned a little more if I I would 

probably know what some of my associates are now doing if I had 
done that at the time 

Reinecke s office was fascinating I was there basically two 
years including this hiatus to run the reelect campaign He is an 
engineer He was supposedly going to be a strong right arm of the 
governor was expected to be the nominee to run for governor m 74 
when Ronald Reagan would have completed two terms Because of 
that the Reagan administration started assigmng him a bunch of 
responsibilities 

[End Tape 2, Side A] 

[Begin Tape 2 Side B] 

LAGE Did he take issues he thought would be politically attractive 9 

NIELSEN I m not sure because remember he had a year there before I got 

there [Ronald B ] Ron Frankum who was the intergovernmental 
aide had already been reassigned from the governor s office to 
Reinecke although not physically At the time he was still m the 
governor s offices but supposedly reporting to Remecke and that 
had already occurred I don t honestly remember now how that 
came about I thmk it may have come about because Ron Frankum 
said I m lost in the shuffle in the governor s office If I could get my 
responsibilities given to Reinecke all ot a sudden I would not be 
lost But however that marriage had been put together that had 
already occurred before I arrived 

Reinecke already had a second staff person a guy named 
[Peter] Pete Tweedt who s now in Washington and he was the 
person that Reinecke had already assigned to sit on all the boards 
and commissions the regents ^tate colleges Lands Commission a 
coastal similar to a coastal commission Commission of Califormas 
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et cetera that were already by statute or constitution assigned to the 
lieutenant governor 

When 1 came in I was told We have intergovernmental 
relations there me other things that the governor s administration 
wanted to give to Reinecke and your job is to put it all together 
which I then did We brought over the Department of Commerce 
we brought over Economic Development we brought over a number 
of the environmental and business development responsibilities we 
brought over all the computerization coordination of the 
administration some stuff that maybe ended up now creating what s 
called the Ste\ e Teale Computer Center in state government Those 
were all given to Reinecke basically to tram him and prepare him 
and give him a platform to run for governor a couple of years later 

We took over a building across the street from where our 
office was and took over some of the secretary of state s office which 
was a floor under us they had moved some people out of the capitol 
that weren t policy makers and created basically a very strong 
substantial lieutenant governoi s office more so than it s ever been 
before or since that time I hired again this young pipsqueak 
named Steve Meiksamer to be our political aide and scheduling 
director who s now pi oven to be a very talented governmental 
affairs person 

So again you weie an admimsti ator 

I was the admimsti ator I admimstered the office I was Reinecke s 
representative with the governor s office I would go to every 
cabinet meeting I would deal with [Edwin L ] Ed Meese [HI] I 
would deal with [Michael K ] Mike Deaver the people that were his 
staff I would basically listen because the (lieutenant governor s) 
staff is considered a necessary annoyance like basically all 
governors feel about lieutenant governois and all presidents feel 
about vice pi esidents 

Even though he was giving him a lot more responsibility 


LAGE 
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He gave him a lot and he didn t second guess or micromanage him 
on that but it was a different office it was a different hierarchy Ed 
Meese could not tell me what to do because I worked for Ed 
Remecke He could tell everyone else m the room m the cabmet 
what to do but he couldn t tell me So you know that and he knew 
that so I just was a little different and got ignored more got belittled 
more than I would otherwise But I m absolutely sure if you talked 
to Craig Fuller who was chief of staff for [Vice President George H 
W ] Bush what was it like as chief of staff for the vice president 
during Ronald Reagan s years he would say the same thing 
Ronald Reagan was always great personally but I had some friction 
with the following people who felt the vice president was an 
irrelevancy 

Do you have any reflections from your experience in bemg at those 
cabmet meetmgs and deahng with Meese and Deaver 9 
Mike Deaver was basically a project person and I did not see his 
brilliant political insights Not that they weren t there I just wasn t 
mvolved in those I didn t worry about managing Ronald Reagan s 
presence he seemed to be doing so well all by himself 

Ed Meese I remember for sure He was a very tight manager 
When we got the one page one and a half page memos no matter 
how comphcated the problem it would be summarized m that small 
amount of space He ran the cabmet meetmgs He was a forceful 
chief of staff I ve been m some of the Deukmejian meetmgs where 
obviously Deukmejian runs the meetmgs Steve Merksamer may say 
nothing for a half hour There was only one time that Ronald 
Reagan ran a meeting that I ever saw in those couple of years Ed 
Meese ran the meetmgs 

What was the occasion when Reagan ran the meeting 9 
That s when Ronald Reagan after the reelection came in and said, 
There are two things we re going to do m this second term We are 
going to reorganize education throughout California and I ve 
designated Ned Hutchinson to be m charge of that and we re going 
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to reorganize the health and welfare system and I ve put Earl [W ] 
Brian m charge of that [as director of Department of Health Care 
Services] The second one is now history That s the copayments 
and all the things the Reagan administration did do to change the 
Medi Cal system in California And they did a damned good job I 
think, on cost control and efficiency Some other things have been 
done since that time but everyone s given Ronald Reagan great 
credit for changing the way the state health and welfare system has 
worked 

On education the task force never got off the ground They 
basically agreed I think no one ever admits this they agreed after 
six months of work that it s a monster that s unmanageable You 
have all these local districts all governed by elected boards all the 
district superintendents a state Department of Education that fits 
into the whole system somewhere almost more as an advisor than as 
an authoritative body You ve got a state board of education that 
also has its own elective politics and [determines] what books should 
be read and what our standards have got to be Teachers umons 
We ve got the tenure system I think they just threw up their hands 
and said I can t do it Everyone s forgotten [that there were two 
projects] but on that day Ronald Reagan came m with flip charts 
and diagrams and he knew what he wanted to do Those were the 
two mam projects he wanted to accomplish during his second term 
He d already created fiscal stability and everything else durmg the 
first term So on that one he batted 500 
What role did he take when Meese was running the meetings 9 
He sat there like a chairman of the board would when the president 
runs the meeting and then says Mr Chairman we have to decide 
the following Meese was always very deferential He did not think 
he was the actmg governor But he was a chief of staff who said I 
know my boss doesn t want to run this meetmg Unlike Merksamer 
for example who would say, I know George Deukmejian does want 
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to run. the meeting and it would be presumptuous of me to want to 
run it Meese knew Reagan didn t 

Reagan wanted to come in and make policy But he would 
listen say to cabinet members that had different pomts of view 
discuss their differences, and then he d either take it under 
submission or decide or want more study done on it and tell his 
cabinet secretary Go out and see if you can get the following to 
work it out and then come back to me when it s all over I don t 
know this because he never confided m me I think he would walk m 
the cabinet meeting basically cold as to what was going to be 
discussed did not have decisions already made and would make 
them based on the evidence he heard at the time 
And the one page memos? 

And the one page memos 

How about Meese and his treatment of two opposing cabinet 
officials say? Would he give them equal time? 

He was pretty good He was a We ve got a number of things to do 
guys so this is going to be a shoit discussion type chief of staff You 
hear some stories about Jerry Brown where one subject would be 
debated three or four hours like at the city council m Berkeley It 
would start at eight and go to two m the morning A Ronald Reagan 
cabinet meeting would never do that Even if it were a terribly 
important subject it would be either decided or we decided it would 
not be decided and brought back m veiy short order 
Did you like what you saw? 

It was impressive I personally think there s a compromise between 
the two styles that works better It says Some things should be cut 
off quickly but some things should be allowed to drag on because 
there is a synergism of a bunch of bright people that may end up 
changing their own minds if they re given that much time But if you 
had this efficiency as a goal besides the actual decision that has to be 
made your first decisions might not come out that way because of 
the time constraint I think that s probably the only fault I could see 
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in it But the cabinet secretary was prepared the various cabinet 
members were prepared the chief of staff was prepared If they had 
a recommendation they would lay it out and the governor would 
normally take it If they didn t have it or they had a purposeful split 
there would be an honesty that says Health and Welfare says the 
following and Resources says the following and Governor, we need 
to decide That was a very open and I think exemplary process 
Was there any kind of similai process m the lieutenant governor s 
office when heads of various groups within the office met 7 
Interesting question I m sure my answer has to be yes, but I 
honestly don t know I am a very strong chief of staff I was then and 
I am now as managing partner of a law firm, and people do not tell 
me that I m heavy handed which either means I m not and I do let 
them all have their say or I m so heavy handed that they re so scared 
they 11 never tell me that I m honestly not sure what it is 
But you did have meetings of this sort 

We did have meetings of this sort but I d run them I run meetings 
now My wife [Arlene Merino Nielsen] tells me for example Chip, 
you don t understand how much you intimidate everybody I say 
You le honestly light I don t because you re wrong I can t 
intimidate people when I let anyone talk about whatever they want 
and I don t really ever cut them off It is true that most times no one 
has anything to say so I just say it all but they obviously know they 
have the right to She says Sui e 
Your wife is m the firm too 7 

Yes she s in the firm So I don t know how well we did One of 
things I did which sowed the seeds for my own destruction was to 
bring in these other people I brought in some very talented people 
I brought in a guy named [Edgar M ] Ed Gillenwaters for director of 
commerce I brought in a couple of people for press I brought m 
people like Merksamer for political scheduling brought in a fellow 
named John Geoghegan who s now secretary of Business 
Transportation and Housing for George Deukmejian Ron 
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Frankiim was already there, and Pete Tweedt was already there So 
I had a senior team 

One of the members of that team the member being Ed 
Gillenwaters decided that bemg junior to me was not a good idea 
so he went to Remecke m the spring or summer of 71 and said 
Your staff would be much better run by a group of coequal semor 
staff of six Remember Ronald Reagan when he started the 
presidency he started the three he had [James A ] Baker Deaver 
and Meese The three were the three senior staff all with coequal 
responsibility Remecke was advised by this fellow Gillenwaters that 
he should do the same thing but it should be six So I d be one of the 
six I think I was the administrative person Gillenwaters would be 
one of the six with a bunch of responsibilities Pete Tweedt would 
be one Frankum would the press guy would and one other I don t 
remember who it was And those six would all report directly to 
Remecke That would work Gillenwaters said because therefore 
there would not be an Ed Meese m our office who obviously ran the 
governor s office 

Remecke responded favorably to that because Remecke felt 
he would get blocked m his relationship with Ronald Reagan by Ed 
Meese Any chief of staff does what the boss needs done which is to 
shield him from lots of people including lieutenant governors and 
speakers of the assembly and David Packards [industrialist and 
deputy secretary of defense under Nixon] and other people 
Everyone that I ve ever met (who received a decision that they didn t 
like) has agreed that they’re confident that the governor personally 
didn t make that decision It was that selfish greedy egotistical 
chief of staff [they would say] It goes with the territory as chief of 
staff that you re going to be the person that gets the blame for a lot 
of things that someone has to find the person to blame 

So Remecke I think fell into that same trap He said 
Ronald Reagan s administration would be better 1 e, I d be able to 
go see him more often if Ed Meese wasn t so powerful I can solve 
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that problem m my office by making sure that Chip Nielsen s not so 
powerful I said That s not going to work and I am not willing to 
be part of a six person coequal group I know a good deal about 
staff infighting m Sacramento I ve been here almost six years Ed 
and all that is gomg to do is destroy you and your team He said, 

No you re the only one of the six that thinks that way The other 
five think it s just fine They should They ve all of a sudden been 
elevated to coequal chiefs of staff I said That s fine I don t 
necessarily have to be chief of staff Make someone else chief of 
staff 

In fact I came up during one week with an idea that Look 
111 become the press director You need a press director who knows 
enough about what you really believe m and what you want to do to 
be able to tell the press so we can start getting the message out 
even though I wasn t a journalist by training He said No no 
You re not a press guy We need a press guy He had some fellow 
he wanted to bring into the office as one of the six So I said I m 
going to leave 

He apparently didn t believe it By this time I was making 
$3 000 $4 000 a month one of the semor salaries m the capital at 
the time, and there was just no reason in his mind that I would leave 
He was the leading candidate for the Republican nomination for 
governor just two years later and I think he just said to himself and 
went home and talked to his wife Chip s grumbling about this 
reorganization and claims he s going to leave and they said Yes 
that s what people do but when it gets down to it he obviously won t 
leave A couple of weeks later I left That s my entire state career 
There are a few more things 111 tell you the couple of things I want 
to talk about but maybe we should cut off and leave it for next time 
I d like more on the election campaign that you ran for Remecke 
That s a short one so I can probably even do that now 
Do you want to do that? 



53 


NIELSEN 


Sure Reinecke was Ronald Reagan s lieutenant governor Ronald 
Reagan was running a reelect campaign We didn t need to nor did 
anyone want us to run a full fledged independent campaign It 
wasn t a ticket but it was as close to a ticket as you could get 
Remecke was from the San Fernando Valley so we established our 
campaign headquarters in the San Fernando Valley and right near 
the Burbank Airport which I needed because I needed to get back 
and forth to Sacramento as you know 

But we coordinated with the Reagan campaign in lots of stuff 
joint scheduling joint appearances joint billboards there was a 
billboard that year that had a picture of Reagan and Reinecke 
holding hands above their heads and I really didn t run a campaign 
for which we should be given an awful lot of credit We went m on 
the coattails We said Don t destroy this team It s a great team 
Ronald Reagan was then still is terribly popular and people said 
Everyone wants Remecke to be Reagan s lieutenant governor and 
it was basically a breeze 

I don t remember who we ran against I think we may have 
run against [Senator Alfred E ] A1 Alquist or somebody But I think 
everybody said m 1970 There s just no way anyone s going to beat 
Ronald Reagan s choice to this spot Today we ve got this history 
where we have lieutenant governors of opposite parties which 
happened when [Michael] Mike Curb beat [Mervyn M ] Merv 
Dymally but we did not have it at the time Everyone at that time I 
think just automatically voted for us when they voted for Reagan 

So I had all the mtty gritty responsibilities of raising money so 
we could make appearances and travel around and put some 
brochures together et cetera but it was more of an administrative 
responsibility responding to the volunteers who wanted something 
to do giving them something to do not getting into fights with the 
Reagan people that would all of a sudden say Yes we want you 
there, and then put us m the third row of the dais instead of the 
front row right next to Reagan 
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How did you deal with that without getting into fights 9 Just took 
what you got 9 

No I think I was pretty good at being able to get us where we 
needed to be There are two basically personality alternatives you 
can have You can either be just a real son of a bitch or you can be a 
nice guy I ve done pretty well for a number of years as the nice guy 
and this one I thmk was the proper role that you needed anyway 
someone that was not offensive that was self assured that knew 
what he wanted done and properly so to be able to keep the 
Reagan people from being antagomstic toward us 
Who did you work with on the Reagan side 9 
The campaign was run by [Thomas] Tom Reed who was later 
secretary of the Air Force under Nixon and a couple of other people 
m Los Angeles They had a public headquarters where everybody 
got brochures and it was there to be a public presence They then 
had a secret headquarters that Dana Reed and I found using some 
super sleuth techniques one night 
You had to find it with super sleuth techniques 9 
No one knew where it was and we would call people there and we 
would talk to them and we d say Why don t we pick you up 9 Oh 
no no you re trying to find out where we are We re not going to 
tell you 

What was the secrecy all about 9 

It s like the prime minister relationship m England In England they 
say We re going to have a queen and she s going to be able to go to 
all these functions and divert all this ceremonial time away from 
what the prime mimster would otherwise need to do Then we can 
have the prime mimster who can get basically all the work done 
Have a little public show but not so much The Reagan philosophy 
was the same in the campaign We need a public headquarters but 
since this guy is beloved by everyone if the campaign management 
had to see these people all the time I ve known Ronald Reagan for 
ten years I just want to tell him why you re not doing a good job m 
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my area you d be inundated by the minutiae So they said, Let s 
put a strategic headquarters off limits where just we the insiders 
will work We won t even tell the Remecke people We won t tell 
the legislators We will do our job to get this guy, Ronald Reagan 
reelected And they did they did a good job That s where their 
senior people worked and had the privacy of not having to waste any 
time 

It wasn t conspiratorial m nature 9 

No It was strictly efficiency It was an uneventful campaign for us 
I had to spend a lot of time on it and it had to be done out of 
southern California which is where all the people are but it was not 
similar to the Flournoy campaign which was all brand new and we 
shouldn t have won We basically had to just not make mistakes and 
be there at the right place and the right time, and we did that real 
well 

How did you mesh with Remecke politically 9 He s considered much 
more conservative than Flournoy 

I did not have any problems but everybody else in the state did 
about me taking the job I was labeled an opportumst In their 
opinion I was there obviously only to jump on a faster road to the 
governor s office leaving my moderate friends in the lurch Not only 
was Hugh Flournoy considered a potential candidate for governor m 
74 but also Bob Monagan was in 69 because he was the speaker 
and expected to still be the speaker m 74 when the governor s 
vacancy would be coming up 

Again in my mind as I mentioned earlier I had defined my 
own interest as not being candidate campaigning and it still is But 
no one believed that at the time no one believes it now You re a 
pohtical animal Chip they would say and that s meant to be a 
compliment I say to myself That s not what I enjoy most So I 
didn t have a real interest in focusing on 74 and looking at who 
would be the next governor 
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What I was trying to do was to stay in substantive jobs in 
Sacramento to which I had only made a short term commitment 
and I was there longer than planned and now was three quarters of 
the way through law school it made no sense to not stay through the 
rest of law school So when Monagan didn t want to listen to me 
like anyone else, I wanted somebody who cared about me, and 
Remecke said he did I knew him I knew he also knew nobody I 
knew if I had said, No, Ed, I m sorry the moderates will consider 
me a traitor and your conservatives will never consider me a 
bloodfellow I wont do it 

Either I didn t think about it well enough at the time or I 
thought about it and discarded it I probably should have thought 
about it more and at least come up with a strategy that maybe would 
have protected me from a lot of the shots that I got Because I got a 
lot of people unhappy on both sides that I had been a traitor to the 
moderates and I was an infiltrator as seen from the conservative 
side 

Remecke never felt that I never was as close to him 
personally as I was to Flournoy but I hked him and respected him 
I ve seen him and I ve visited him in his home in Hawaii and had 
mce long chats and still hke him to this day because he s a very 
decent person He didn t participate in some of the smpmg but a lot 
of his close supporters did 

Do you think that was part of the problem with this moving from the 
strong chief of staff to the group of six'? 

No I honestly don t I think it was the reaction to the Reagan chief 
of staff operation and Gillenwaters personal interest in wanting to 
eliminate me to advance his ambition Gillenwaters was the person 
who went back with Remecke when he testified before the U S 
Senate on whether he had talked to [former Attorney General] John 
[N ] Mitchell about the Republican convention m San Diego Again, 
I was out of the office by that time but supposedly what happened 
was Remecke lied to the Senate and he got mdicted Gillenwaters 
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didn t But they were both there together they both went m the 

airplane together 

Did Gillenwaters testify 7 

I don t think anyone cared if Gillenwaters did he was just a staff 
person But whatever they did they did together Unfortunately 
they fell together because when Remecke was convicted he then lost 
his position as lieutenant governor and obviously Gillenwaters left 
I think it was just Gillenwaters trying to become the semor person to 
the person who might be the next governor 

One of the problems about being middle level staff m the 
governor s office is if you don t see a route to chief of staff for your 
present boss you look around to see who the successor may be and 
decide whether you might be able to get on that bandwagon to get 
there through that route I think that s what Gillenwaters was domg 
Thinking ahead 
Thinking ahead 

You left at the right time as far as Remecke s future 
It was interesting My then fiancee and now wife and I went to 
Mexico and I was saying to her down m southern southern Mexico 
The one thing about changes m staff no one knows and no one 
cares and I will never get credit for what I did Remecke probably 
will become governor and all the people that are still there will get 
credit and 111 be forgotten We were walking up the pyramids and 
someone said I m from San Mateo I m a doctor I said I m from 
Sacramento I used to be m politics Oh really 7 Where 7 
Remecke s office He said Did you just leave 7 I said Yes 
You re the guy that blasted him I said What do you mean 7 He 
said Well didn t you just hold a press conference a week or so ago 
and say that Remecke had politicized his office and was doing the 
following (unethical) things 7 I said No I ve been here for a 
month Why 7 What happened 7 I m very curious 

I told you that they were going to bring m a press guy who 
would be one of the six They did hire him It only lasted about two 
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weeks And that guy then publicly held a press conference and said 
Remecke s a phony and he s using this political office to run for 
governor I don t want to be part of it I m a straightforward 
professional et cetera So I said to Arlene I was wrong 
Somebody knows who I was but I wasn t the guy that did that But 
no one will ever remember And then when we come back to the 
States and six months later he gets mdicted and a couple months 
later he gets convicted Again I say to myself If I were there it 
never would have happened 
What would have been different 9 
He wouldn t lie 

You would have been an adviser in that regard to him 9 
Sure You don t lie before the U S Senate and that s why [Colonel 
Oliver L ] Ollie North and others are having their problems now 
You might take some political heat for whatever you do but there 
are a number of things that are just kind of Golden Rules m politics 
you don t give your word when you can t keep it you don t lie to your 
colleagues There are a handful of things that you just learn early 
on 

Now a lot of people break the rules and a lot of people are 
still doing very well after breaking the rules But Remecke was not 
that sort of person He honestly I think, probably could pass a he 
detector test The question he supposedly bed on was Did you talk 
to Mitchell about the following 9 The fact was that he had a phone 
conversation about it They had a meeting before and after the 
phone conversation and that discussion was not covered m either of 
those two meetings 

Remecke has an engineer mentality It means you and I are 
talking face to face If you now then ask me a question and I gave 
an answer and you said Aha Chip, I caught you lying Remember 
when we talked on the phone you said the opposite I d say Wait 
a minute Ann it s different Here s when we re really 
communicating The phone is kind of a foreign nonconversation in 
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contrast to the person to person one The truth was he never talked 
to John Mitchell eyeball to eyeball about the San Diego convention 
But the jury said, That s crazy Discussion is discussion whether it s 
by phone or person to person and if he did talk to Mitchell by phone 
and now he said he didn t ever talk to Mitchell he s lying 

LAGE So you think in his own mind 

NIELSEN I think m his own mind he thought he was telhng the truth As I said 

with a lie detector test I think he would have passed But I think he 
also got counseled by Gillenwaters that Ed they don t know about 
this This is just between us and the administration What 
Remecke s mvolvement was was trying to help San Diego wm the 
location of the convention 

LAGE Had you been involved m that effort 9 Were you on board then 9 

NIELSEN Yes We had done some of it while I was there He was in charge 

as I mentioned of business development for the state of California 
and a national convention be it a Republican or a Democrat 
convention is a real good plum to wm for your state You d get a lot 
of tourist money coming into San Diego or wherever it was going to 
be 

So we had done some of those things which means we d help 
make presentations or we went to San Diego and said Look would 
you make the following concessions 9 or Will you pass laws that 
allow the police to help protect it 9 and other things that you expect 
a lieutenant governor would do and others had done For some 
reason then I think they figured they could be a little too cute when 
they went to Washington 

[End Tape 2 Side B] 

[Begin Tape 3 Side A] 

NIELSEN You re taping this in 89 where we just went through the Oliver 

North trial and they re saying the same things about North that are 
similar to Remecke North is saying Look it was all political I was 
told to lie I was told that this was m the national interest and we 
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NIELSEN 
[End Tape 3 


didn t need to discuss it I think there was some of that I m 
predicting it because I wasn t there as I said I m predicting that the 
Nixon administration somewhere at Mitchell s level or someplace 
else and Remecke had said We don t need to tell anyone about 
this aspect of the convention planning It related to IT&T 
[International Telephone and Telegraph] and Dita Beard 
A contribution 

Yes Dita Beard at IT&T had been involved and made a 
contribution or didn t make a contnbution or something like that 
They did make a contribution and then IT&T got some favorable 
judgment [m the Justice Department] Now do you think that 
Remecke had any idea that the contribution was connected with this 
favorable judgment 9 
Probably not 

He wouldn t have been m on that 9 
No, I don t think so 

OK Well that s all very interesting Shall we wind it up for today 

then 9 

Yes 

Side A] 
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Today is April 20 1989 and this is the second interview with Chip 
Nielsen and today we are going to talk about the law of politics But 
I wanted to ask you you had mentioned you had a reunion last week 
with old political friends and I just wondered if that brought forth 
any reminiscences m conjunction with what we talked about 
Yes It wasn t a reunion it was a party The name of the group is 
The Party’s Not Over It was set up about seven years ago by 
political junkies here m San Francisco [Mervm] Merv Field the 
pollster Nancy Pelosi, now the congresswoman Hadley Roth, 
[mayor of San Francisco] Dianne Femstem s chief of staff Jerry 
Lubenow California bureau chief with Newsweek myself and a 
number of others That group has a humorous evening once a year 
And Hugh Flournoy has come to that function for the last couple of 
years sat at my table as he did on Friday So I told him on Friday 
that I had just spent three hours talking about him He had already 
been interviewed and his new wife had recently asked for a copy of 
the transcript so she could read through and find out what her 
husband was doing during all those years that he had been 
mterviewed I told him that as soon as I had my transcript 
obviously I would send him a copy 
Good 

That s just a fun pleasant evemng because it is people who are full 
time politically involved Willie Brown and [State Senator William] 
Bill Campbell were the two speakers [William] Will Durst the 
political humorist was the professional entertainment And you 
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spend about an hour just cocktailing walking around m a private 
room talking to everybody 

It didn t bring up any profound thoughts that we should add to this 9 
Not really 

OK Sounds fun I had one other question about the controller s 
office which may or may not be relevant but we talked about 
appointing new appraisers and how you had an exam What else 
went into appointing besides this exam 9 How political was it 9 
There s no way you can take favoritism out of political appointments 
such that if in fact people who are loyal to you and helped you on 
your campaign, or you knew from legislative days or from academic 
days at Pomona wanted to be an appraiser m an area and could pass 
the exam then Hugh Flournoy or smce that time [J Kenneth] Ken 
Cory or Gray Davis would be more likely to appoint allies of theirs 
than they would somebody else What the exam did was establish a 
minimum competence so you could not put m your brother m law or 
the wife of your campaign manager unless that person was 
competent enough to take an exam and pass it In the previous 
regime you had a number of people that everybody admitted had no 
competence at all but needed some mcome and this is what they 
were rewarded with 

The legislation that Flournoy supported and passed also took 
a good deal of the fees out of the inheritance referee system so that 
you couldn t make a nice bundle every year any longer so this would 
be a part time job for someone who was already gainfully employed 
doing something else who was competent to do it and had legal 
experience or accounting experience or bookkeeping and 
administrative experience or appraismg experience so they could 
handle these jobs 

So you kept some of the politics in but introduced a merit element 
Yes it went to basically like a quasi civil service system but not a 
full civil seivice system Nor was there ever any real mterest m 
doing that These people have to be out in the community They 
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have to go to assets of a decedent and appraise it and say is this 
house still there and what would this house be worth and were 
there jewels in the jewel box when the person died and I need to go 
look at them So you had to have somebody who was mobile who 
could move around who could learn something about a community 
asset You had to go to a nearby town if you didn t live m that one 
yourself and be able to talk to enough people to find out some of the 
umque appraisal requirements that would every so often come up 
unique location or umque aspect of the evaluation of land or a piece 
of real property, because it 
It s a real nuts and bolts job 
It was a nuts and bolts job 

OK well enough of that Let s talk about what happened to you 
after 1971 and how you got launched in this career 
Well my then to be wife and I decided that we were tired of 
Sacramento, and I had passed the California State Bar after finishing 
law school had taken off some time just to be with her and to get 
away from it all Since she s Mexican we had gone to Mexico where 
she had total control over my life And as she now reminds me she 
told me unless I married her she would not allow me to get back 
across the border [Laughter] 

At that time we were trying to figure out what to do I had 
left Reinecke s office as I had mentioned in the last interview when 
he had reari anged the staff for this group of six to run it and I knew 
I didn t want to go back to Sacramento, and I didn t know where I 
wanted to go I had grown up in Los Angeles My parents were now 
living in San Diego which is a mce town, but was still considered a 
sleepy town by California standards And the one city that neither of 
us had really ever spent any time m was San Francisco And we said 
Why don t we return to California get married and go to San 
Francisco and get a job 9 So we did that 
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I dislocated my shoulder on my honeymoon skiing so I 
arrived m a cast But we both arrived here unemployed interested 
m trying to create a career m the Bay Area 
Had your wife gone to law school by that time 9 
No Her parents had come to California when she was a teenager 
She had grown up m rural Mexico and she had gone to USC where 
I had met her because she was interviewing for the Coro Foundation 
the year I was already in Coro We started datmg then and when I 
became successful with the Flournoy campaign it obviously went to 
my head and made me too big for my own britches and therefore 
too big to get married 

She went off and did other things She got her masters 
degree in Spanish and she taught m Los Angeles and she worked in 
the Joseph Blatchford congressional campaign m 1968 and had gone 
to Washington D C when Blatchford became director of the Peace 
Corps She had worked m Washington and on one weekend had 
decided on a fluke to go to Ecuador when they needed a traimng 
director m Ecuador for six months 

She had gone there and then came back and it was now 71 
She and I had stayed in touch and decided we wanted to see if we 
had that original flame that was there years ago and it was so we 
decided to get married She was not a lawyer and had no thoughts 
about being a lawyer at that time We came to San Francisco and 
she got a job because she was employable and I was not She 
worked for ACTION which was the then conglomerate Peace Corps 
and VISTA [Volunteers in Service to America] program that had 
been set up and had offices throughout the Umted States 

I interviewed for a regular law job in a regular law firm with 
basically every law firm m San Francisco I interviewed at least two 
or three times a day five days a week for six months and was turned 
down by absolutely everybody 

Now what do you attribute this to to your sterling record in law 
school or something else 9 
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Yes and no The record m law school was certainly unimpressive 
but more than that they basically concluded that I was a political 
junkie and therefore would not want to practice law would arnve 
and leave quickly As most of them told me I was much more 
qualified to be a partner than I was to be an associate but then as a 
poor law student from a poor law school at least m San Francisco s 
terms I was unqualified to be an associate So I was disqualified at 
both ends And no one was willing to take a risk with someone 
coming in who had been making some important decisions and 
participating at some semor levels but wanted to just be a regular, 
first year associate And they didn t think I would fit m to any of 
these large law firms 

So after six months I got tired of being unemployed went to a 
printer and printed up stationery said I was a practicing lawyer used 
my home address which happened to be on Montgomery Street m 
the residential district So I became a Montgomery Street lawyer, 
unemployed still but officially a Montgomery Street lawyer And 
this was now the summer and fall of 72 since we had been married 
m February of 72 

I had no chents so I had nothing to do I rented some space 
from another law firm that had some extra space but with nothing to 
do I needed to keep busy and Paul Haerle who was then secretary 
of the Republican party was expected to get elected vice chairman 
and then chairman of the party later on which he did, and he told 
me that he would help me by relinquishing his position as the 
volunteer legal counsel for the Republican party, give me that title 
which he agreed was worthless and required no work but at least I 
would have a title and I would actually have some things maybe to 
do in the 72 election that might bring me m touch with some people 
that might eventually want to hire me to do some law work I also 
volunteered for the Nixon campaign and was the volunteer executive 
director for San Francisco for the Nixon reelection committee and 
therefore worked with John Molinan then a supervisor who was the 
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chairman for Nixon at the time and worked with some other 
political people some of whom I still stay in touch with to keep me 
busy through November 

That didn t ever lead anywhere as expected by any of the 
people who assigned me to those roles Haerle agreed that it was 
not a career path but it was just a way to meet some people and 
maybe get commercial law referrals He did not know that he in 
essence created a new specialty when he designated me to do this 

At that time also a gentleman who I knew from the Remecke 
days Harold Dobbs who was a practicing lawyer had run for mayor 
a couple of times before I got here found out that his partner he 
was a two member law firm was dying of cancer and he needed 
someone to help So he asked me to come help didn t really hire 
me just asked me to help while he tried to figure it out He liked 
me and then hired me to join his office as this man unfortunately 
then did die and we needed to do regular legal work So I started 
practicing as a commercial and minor litigator m his office in the late 
fall of 72 

But because I had done the volunteer work as Republican 
legal counsel and because a couple of political law questions had 
actually come up m 72 I had started focusing on political law 
questions and Common Cause and others were starting to talk 
about needs for reform because even before Watergate occurred 
they were aghast at the amount of cash that Maurice Stans 
[Republican Party Chan] and others were collecting for Richard 
Nixon So I started talking to Common Cause and talking to others 
about these laws and where the laws might go The November 
election occurs Richard Nixon gets reelected but shortly thereafter 
the Watergate scandal starts unraveling and Congress does enact 
new laws m Washington to try and control political finance at the 
federal level 1 


1 Federal Election Campaign Act of 1974, 88 Stat 1272 et seq (1974) 
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Did you see that as a problem in your work m the Nixon campaign 
here 9 

No I mean the Nixon campaign was well fmanced which is why we 
had a full time director we had an office you can see one of our 
offices outside my office window right now we had plenty of staff 
which does not occur anymore and we were able to organize a 
thousand people to walk precincts on the last day and get out the 
vote and we had telephone banks every mght At that point, none of 
us at a low level like the county level worried about where the 
money came from All we knew was that they gave us enough of a 
budget to hire staff and install telephones And I really wasn t 
focusing on the propriety of where the money was coming from just 
worrying about what was called political law which was do you have 
to report it 9 What are some of the laws that deal with campaigns 9 
When someone says you ve slandered them what remedy do they 
have on trying to stop your mailing 9 Et cetera But Paul Haerle had 
given me all the law that he thought existed m the country which 
was about two inches thick of paper and I read it and thought about 
it and that was about all I had to worry about at the time 

But now the movement was on to reform this inadequately 
controlled system When Congress passed their campaign reform 
law in Washington California was not to be outdone and was 
plamung to do it themselves Common Cause being the leader of 
that charge preparing a reform for the 1974 ballot to be placed on 
the ballot in June and hopefully go mto effect the first of 75 That 
turned out to be the Political Reform Act 1 which was 
overwhelmingly adopted and is the foundation of what this law 
practice is now all about 

In 74 the legislature thought the best way to stop the 
Common Cause initiative which covered lobbying reform campaign 
finance reform and public official conflict of interest was to enact 
some less stringent legislation and then try and convince people that 


1 Proposition 9 (June 1974) 
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since there was something on the books that was adequate they 
didn t need to put in this monster called the Political Reform Act 
They enacted the Moscone conflict of interest legislation 1 and the 
Waxman Dymally campaign reportmg legislation 2 Those laws went 
into effect either late 73 or early 74 and were m effect during the 
74 election cycle 

So now you did need to know how the Waxman Dymally 
campaign disclosure law worked if you were a political party or a 
candidate In 74 Hugh Flournoy was running for governor agamst 
Jerry Brown All the other constitutional offices were up and a lot 
of legislative offices were up As the volunteer counsel for the 
Republican party I obviously was the logical choice to tell 
Republicans how to follow the new law 
Was there a lot of concern about domg it right 9 
Sure The Republicans have a history and I think it is properly 
characterized as being much more concerned with the letter of the 
law dotting the l s and crossmg the t s than the Democrat party or 
leading Democratic candidates have ever been The Democratic 
approach has been It s all free under the first amendment and if 
it s not we 11 litigate it and wm most of the litigation one way or the 
other Republicans have always said We claim we re the 
conservative law abiding party we can t afford to be criticized for 
breaking the law certainly not being close to the edge we need to be 
on top of this and we need therefore lawyers to do it In this case 
they had a volunteer lawyer who didn t even cost them anything so it 
made a lot of sense 

So throughout 74 I started accepting seminar requests and 
giving speeches throughout California before Repubhcan groups 
before the Chamber of Commerce, before lawyer groups that would 
start worrying about this and needed to find some expert And there 
weren t any experts around Common Cause would refer people to 


1 SB 716 1973 Reg Sess Cal Stat,ch 1166 (1973) 

2 AB 703,1973 Reg Sess Cal Stat ch 1186 (1973) 
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me because I had worked with them on how they were going to draft 
the Political Reform Act told them all my objections all of which 
they eventually left m the draft but they knew at least I understood 
it I disagreed with them but understood it I was a Common Cause 
member at the time still am but did not like what they were trying 
to cram down the voters throats 
LAGE Did you convince them to make any changes' 7 

NIELSEN Very few that I can remember Again I m a first or second year 
associate m a two then three lawyer law firm by now low man on 
the totem pole working long hours doing regular law work and 
doing this on the side with a wife who was by then just about starting 
law school So it was not the time for a great many hours of 
volunteer work 

I didn t even deal with the people who drafted the act 
[Darnel] Dan Lowenstein and others I dealt with I think his name is 
Ron Smith Rod Smith or something some of the local Common 
Cause people who were here in the Bay Area But because I had the 
Republican connections now because Common Cause and others 
knew that I knew something about the act they started saying when 
someone would say Well who can we have serve on a panel to talk 
about this 9 someone would say Chip Nielsen And I just ended 
up on most people s panels 

Not that there weren t other people two lawyers here m San 
Francisco Palmer Madden and [Curtis] Curt Sproul said This looks 
hke a new area We both like politics and are somewhat 
knowledgeable We re going to get mto this And a number of 
lawyers then within the next four or five years all talked about 
getting into political law It wasn t called that at the time but they 
expected that they might be able to break into it and make a name 
for themselves 

This was if you remember back when we were having price 
controls being issued out of Washington and there would be a lot of 
articles in lawyer magazines that said things hke Lawyers who have 
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decided to concentrate in price control law will be very successful 
with a very unique specialty, make lots of money et cetera That 
didn t last and those lawyers that tried to develop the specialty 
didn t go very far Recently for example toxic law has become a big 
interest and there s a lawyer here m San Francisco who wrote a 
book about Proposition 65 that passed in 1986 and he s trying to 
create a specialty in Proposition 65 So when any of these laws 
either come or are about to come, there are a group of lawyers who 
want to try to create a name for themselves m the new area and be 
there at the cutting edge So there were a handful of those people I 
don t remember most of them now and I don t think there were too 
many at the time but there were some some of whom are still 
practicing political law 

In June of 74 the voters did approve the Political Reform 
Act [Proposition 9] which was then to go into effect in January 1975 
So everyone knows within six months there will be a new system and 
everyone will have to follow that law A couple of things happened 
One is that the California Continuing Education of the Bar decided 
that they needed a book and they needed authors and they went for 
these two fellows Palmer Madden and Curt Sproul and said Will 
you put together this book 9 I don t remember when this all 
occurred It has a publication date on it of 77 but it must have 
started earlier than that 1 
That s a lot of politics 

Yes It s an eight hundred page book with a lot of law m it Sproul 
and Madden writing the first three chapters that talk about federal 
law California law and lobbying law Then they went and shopped 
a bunch of other people to write other chapters kind of the lesser 
chapters that fit into this Virginia Madden who must have been 
Palmer s wife wrote one, Calvin Massey who s now a counsel to us, 
coincidentally wrote one chapter and then a number of others 
wrote chapters All these people were lawyers in law firms who were 


1 The Law of Politics California Continumg Education of the Bar 1977 
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probably associates or junior partners who then wanted to get into 
this 

By the time they fimshed the book I was already then known 
to be one of the more knowledgeable people m the area so they 
asked me to help edit it And I was acknowledged acted as 
consultant on many chapters of the book But since they had already 
committed to their authors to write the book that was already 
decided before anyone understood that I was about to be the state s 
leading expert in it I hadn t told them at the time I was about to be 
the leading expert m it, so maybe that s why they missed it 

What I did independent of them is I decided after spending so 
much time m 74 helping people get knowledgeable about the two 
laws that had already gone m and now needmg to be knowledgeable 
about Prop 9 I decided to put together my own book and went to a 
group called Cahforma Research and I put together a thousand 
page book which I wrote on weekends basically myself with no help 
from anybody else 
Who was this intended for 1 ? 

This was intended for people who actually had to comply with the 
law It was a loose leaf book similar to what The Law of Politics 
published by the California Continuing Education of the Bar which 
is the State Bar in Cahforma for libraries for lobbyists for law 
firms et cetera I was doing so much volunteer work it seemed to 
me that it might make some sense to try and capitalize on this 
You were thinking also of developmg this as a specialty*? 

Well yes What I had done I had figured out that if I could make 
some money off of this and not just volunteer on political law all the 
rest of my life it would make some sense So a couple of people m 
Sacramento who were going to the do the printing of this, a company 
called California Research and I put together a joint venture if I 
would write it they would publish it We would put together a 
reference manual which was a thousand pages and we would come 
out with a monthly newsletter that would tell people what else was 
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happening at the time This was January 77 and I guess that was 
the first one [shows an early issue of newsletter] 

That s the Campaign Law Reporter What was the title of this 9 
This is called the Campaign Law Reporter Reference Manual so a 
subscriber who paid three hundred and something dollars if I 
remember correctly would get twelve months of newsletters it said 
before 77 so there must be an earher binder plus the reference 
manual and each month when the newsletter came out there would 
be update pages for the reference manual So when something 
would happen then I would revise whatever section needed to be 
revised and then send it out and they would take out the old pages in 
the loose leaf binder and put m the new pages 
Which illustrates how fast things were happening 
Things were happening very fast The state had then m January set 
up the Fair Political Practices Commission [FPPC] The brand new 
commission was there the brand new staff was there [Robert M ] 
Bob Stern was the general counsel then Lowenstein was the 
chairman They were prescribing forms and trying to come up with 
new regulations 

My clients my subscriber clients I started actually gettmg 
some real client clients who hired me to tell them how to follow the 
law needed answers that just weren t occurrmg So what I would do 
for example is I would get twenty hard questions that no one 
seemed to want to answer, give it to a friend m the legislature, who I 
knew from Sacramento days and ask that legislator to ask the 
legislative counsel who s the lawyer to the legislature for the 
answers That legislator would then three or four or five weeks later 
give me back ten pages of law based on the analysis of their lawyers 
who probably also didn t know what they were domg but needed to 
get the legislator his answer I would use that as my citation as 
authoritative law until the FPPC came in with the regulation or an 
advisory opinion 
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I also by now was the only person who was spending this 
much time m political law in California so I was m great demand to 
give speeches And most of the speeches would also be where Dan 
Lowenstem the chairman of the commission or someone 
representmg the commission would be there I would ask questions 
to them and I would m fact tell the audience that this will now be 
written up in the Campaign Law Reporter newsletter because I 
would summarize Lowenstem s speech including his answers to these 
questions and that will be the definitive law until he changes his 
mind 

So this was one of the fastest ways to get answers 9 
This was the fastest way to get an answer and m fact anybody who 
really wanted cutting edge answers had to use us at the Law Reporter 
or nobody because there was no other mechanism to worry about 
those thmgs that were not being thought through by the commission 
It s not that the commission wasn t doing a good job because they 
were It just takes a lot of time, and there was no place else to go 
So this gave them a place to go 

Alan Tebbetts [partner at Ball Hunt Hart Brown and 
Baerwitz m Long Beach] who was the lawyer for the association of 
lobbyists would subscribe to this book, and he and I got to know each 
other and he s still practicing somewhat m this area 

Lance Olson was a young law student at the time in 
Sacramento and he got lured by California Research to be my 
Sacramento based person to help put this book together and do all 
the work there and he has now developed a full fledged political law 
specialty and is the lawyer for the Democratic Party in California 
and has been practicing as a speciahst in political law for ten years 
now 

A fellow named Norbert Dahl was introduced to me and he 
became the full time commissioned salesman running around 
California making contacts trying to sell this book He is now a full 
time lobbyist m Sacramento and works for the Sierra Club and a 
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number of other clients He got his mtroduction to California 
politics through meeting all these people to whom he was trying to 
sell the book We would sell it to the legislature, for example I 
think at least one of these years we sold a whole 120 books a copy to 
each legislator If not, you would sell ten to the assembly and five to 
the senate and they would locate them in certain places so 
everybody could go look at them 

At that point this was still almost a volunteer effort, because 
the book never made any money It just broke even I was still 
practicing regular law with Harold Dobb s law firm, so I finally got to 
the point where there were a handful of clients Judge [James] 
Garibaldi who was the dean of the California lobbying corps was 
my first paid client m 1974 and a number of other lobbyists and 
corporations who actually needed this sort of advice such that by 
late 771 needed to try and decide whether this was just a volunteer 
activity or a spin off or it was actually going to be more than that I 
decided that I had to service this new client base that I was creating 
convinced my employer to hire somebody else it happened to be 
[James] Jim Parrmello who is now one of my semor partners in this 
law firm to come m and start doing regular law so I could start 
doing political law 

[End Tape 4 Side A] 

[Begin Tape 4 Side B] 

NIELSEN So by 77 there were a number of other lawyers who were 

representing some political chents There was [Robert W ] Bob 
Naylor at the Pillsbury Madison & Sutro law firm there were some 
people maybe one person or a half time person m a number of the 
major Los Angeles law firms there was Alan Tebbetts down at the 
Ball Hunt and Hart law firm 
How were you aware of all these people 9 
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Well it s a very small fraternity It still is Everybody knows 
everybody in it You run into each other at the Fair Political 
Practice Commission meetings, et cetera 
Did they all take your newsletter 9 

Almost everybody would subscribe to the Law Reporter I would buy 
the CEB book for example and got to know Palmer Madden and 
Curt Sproul Sproul went to Sacramento and I lost touch with him 
but Madden still practices out in the East Bay and I talk to him once 
every six months And some of the others like Lance Olson my 
office talks to basically now every day 

But we were the only law firm that started building the 
specialty as a specialty When you write the book you know the law 
better and different than anybody else because there is just nothing 
like having to write it down to make sure you understand it And 
when you re an author that brings you a different aura of knowledge 
than just saying I m an associate in a law firm that now is assigned 
political law 

So we wouldn t steal clients Pillsbury Madison & Sutro has 
large corporate clients and whoever they want to assign m their law 
firm would obviously get that work In this case it was Bob Naylor 
who was terribly competent and so competent he is now working 
with us But the other clients like out of state clients or someone 
else needed someplace to go and we were the only act m town We 
were the only people who had argued on the forms knew what the 
forms were The commission people were basically young 
professionals like ourselves who felt a similarity So Bob Stern and I 
don t agree on any philosophical matters politically but I ve always 
respected him as a good lawyer So I would be able to argue with 
him over why something meant something or other which meant by 
the end of the argument I knew the philosophy and the history and 
everything of a certain provision which nobody else ever would and 
still never does I know more about why they did thmgs and why the 
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law now is the law than anybody else in the state who was not in the 
state at the time 

And this means you can anticipate future decisions 9 Is this part of 
the benefits 9 

Not necessarily but when someone says This provision means x 
And I say I don t think so If you go back and look at the history 
you 11 find out it means y Most times 111 be correct because my 
memory is very good and 111 remember what happened The person 
I m talking to may be a commission lawyer now but he or she may 
only have been there for five years and would not have known 
history 

What we also did is smce the California law looked a little 
limited and I wasn t sure how broad that would turn out to be I 
underestimated it I also wrote this book to cover federal law So we 
were covering federal law from the West Coast perspective such 
that most of the federal law is done by lawyers in Washington D C 
which is logical But a lot of times you don t necessarily want to have 
someone m the capital if you don t have an enforcement action 
And again we would be one of the few people outside of Washington 
that would know anything about federal law We would be a logical 
place especially for Western based clients to use us m California 
than to use someone in the national capital 

What really changed all this was initiatives The candidate 
work and the requirement under the political law that donors have 
to file reports gave us a base that no other state has In California 
corporations that give $10 000 and then it was $5 000 m a year have 
to file their own campaign report So they had to worry about that, 
unlike all other laws that required the recipients to file the reports 
but not the donors 

Well in essence two things happened One was we ended up 
with a chairman of the Republican party two or three times from 
when this started who decided to fire me as the volunteer counsel 
Who was that 9 


LAGE 
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His name was Truman Campbell from Fresno and he decided that 
he was going to hire for a fee a competitor of mine at the time, a 
fellow named Michael Donaldson who at that time thought that he 
wanted to be a political law lawyer m Los Angeles and needed a 
base client like the California Republican party to pay his overhead 
Sol stepped aside I had enough of a client base where losing a 
client like that didn t make any difference at all 

By this time we had set up a Sacramento office, because I was 
getting very tired of driving two or three days a week to Sacramento 
to meet with clients that were up there, and we were doing just fme 
He fired us m February of the year he came in as chairman and he 
rehired the firm m November didn t have the guts to come rehire 
me He went to the Sacramento office and talked to John Hodgson 
[II] and [Charles H, Jr ] Chuck Bell two of my now partners up 
there and hired them to bail him out of the problem that he got 
himself into withm the eight months that we were not his lawyers 
He had messed it up so badly that we said We will not help you 
other than on a regular professional basis and have been the paid 
lawyers for the Republican party since that time We gave them 
some discount deals early on when I was still mvolved with some of 
those people but now they are a regular client and a $200 000 or 
$300 000 a year client So that was one change that allowed us as a 
firm to have a solid political client day in and day out that a lot of 
these other lawyers didn t have 

But the real change that occurred was ballot measures When 
the ballot measure phenomenon started m the late 1970s the people 
that were about to open a checkbook that would have so many 
millions of dollars in it needed to make sure they could do that 
properly They had to have legal advice to do it and m their minds 
and in our minds even at the time you had to have accounting 
advice to do it So you had to hire an accountant to handle the 
books and theiefore probably prepare the reports You had to have 
a lawyer to make sure what you did you did legally And because 



78 


you were writing contracts with campaign managers and television 
stations and you were having people drive around and get m 
automobile accidents and do everything else that in essence is a 
small short term business you had to have a lawyer to help you 

One of the first initiatives was m 1976 which was a nuclear 
initiative We were not the lawyers for that We were passed over 
because we were a small ten lawyer law firm or whatever we were 
by then of which only two or three of us were domg political law 
and they went to one of the large law firms I can t remember which, 
maybe PMS [Pillsbury Madison and Sutro] or O Melveny and 
Meyers or Gibson Dunn and Crutcher (the two largest law firms in 
Los Angeles) and used them, which was the safe decision at the time 
for a large coalition to choose 

We did a little work on the periphery because some of our 
clients would be giving money to these people and needed some 
help We got to know enough about ballot measure law to think we 
could have done as good a job In fact we thought we could do a 
better job than the regular law firm, but we just didn t have the 
access The reason was, again, that a large coalition will go to a 
large law firm just like a large corporation will normally go to a 
large law firm 

The breakthrough we got was m 1977 78 when the tobacco 
industry was told they were going to have an anti smoking campaign 
waged against them in California 1 and they hired a campaign 
manager who said My lawyer is Chip Nielsen and I would like you 
to consider him as your campaign lawyer The industry originally 
said That s not acceptable We use large law firms because we are 
a large industry So you choose one of your large California law 
firms that will be best and I m sure we 11 be able to agree on it And 
he said No This guy Nielsen really will be better for you Give 
him a chance and see if we can convince you 


1 Proposition 5 November 1978 
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They asked me to write a memo about the law and then come 
to Washington to be interviewed to determine whether they wanted 
to break their traditional routine and take a chance with a very small 
law firm They did decide to do that That was then 78 That s now 
eleven years ago and they ve been a client of the firm ever smce 
And we do an exceptional amount of work for them recently in a lot 
of areas 

But primarily m the political area 9 
All political 

Was this client a particular tobacco company 9 
No This was the institute that represented the major manufacturers 
m the Umted States which are R J Reynolds Tobacco Company, 
Phillip Moms USA, Brown and Williamson and Lolliard and then 
Leggett and Myers That campaign at the time turned out to be one 
of the most expensive campaigns of this type Cahforma had a 
couple of oil ones earlier on that I don t even know about But this 
was a $6 4 million campaign The tobacco industry won convinced 
the people that this was a bad law because of the way it was 
constructed People for sure didn t like smoking but they also didn t 
like the way the law worked 

We learned a lot by domg it We learned a lot of the pitfalls 
we learned a lot of the rules that made a committee more successful 
We also learned that hiring an accountant was a negative for a 
campaign committee because it took you longer to tram the 
accountant on how to handle the Political Reform Act requirements 
to mesh with his normal bookkeeping requirements than it would be 
to do it yourself And because of that we started domg it ourselves 

Now our law firm and Lance Olson and others do the 
campaign and lobbying reporting m house because it is easier and 
faster for us and therefore cheaper to the chent for us to do it than 
for them to give us information and for us to tell the accountant how 
to do it and then review the accountant s work and then have to go 
back to the chent So we have what we call political report 
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specialists we have about eight of them now m the firm that do 
nothing every day other than compile this data to comply with the 
Political Reform Act or the Federal Election Campaign Act 
And they are accountants, basically 9 

No they re people who understand simple bookkeeping skills so 
they re usually college grads and someone who might otherwise be a 
secretary or a bookkeeper m any sort of firm or business who then 
get trained by us to understand the rudiments of the political law and 
get closely supervised by someone who understands all the political 
law to know what to do But it s basically a compilation of 
information from a client or just actually administering a checkbook 

This most recent campaign m 88 had a tobacco measure 
Proposition 99 on the ballot 1 We were again the lawyers and the 
bookkeepers for that campaign And we took care of whatever it 
was $18 million of transactions And they’re auditmg us m fact 
today in our back office There are two auditors from the Franchise 
Tax Board and we re pretty confident that agam we will have a total 
clean bill of health We handle it very well and have gotten clean 
bills of health any time we ve had one of these major campaigns 
But for the first time there was a large legal fee component of the 
campaign Most campaigns have $10 000 or 20 000 maximum of 
legal fees and in 1978 I think we billed something like $100 000 in 
legal fees That was the largest fee my law firm at the time had ever 
received on a project like that And it turned out to be a start of a 
trend 

You ve probably done a lot of interviewing on the initiative 
phenomenon and everybody s now talking about it but we were 
there as the counsels then and because we became respectable 
because we did such a good job and the word of our success spread 
to other campaign managers and other industries people would then 
say Let s don t go to the traditional law firm Let s use this young 
law firm who seems to be awful good at it When there was an 


1 Proposition 99 (November 1988) 
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excess oil profits tax a couple years later for example the oil 
industry obviously has lots of lawyers m California, mcludmg 
Chevron [Inc ] using Pillsbury who then had a lawyer who was doing 
somewhat like what we do but they came to us and asked us to do it 
and they were very pleased with what we do 
Tell me the range of things that you do on campaign initiatives 
Well what we do is set up a system of what we think you need to do 
First of all you need to create a legal entity that would be the 
campaign Because of some tax law considerations we set up a 
nonprofit orgamzation the 501C(4) now sometimes they re 
501C(6) s where you would create a board of directors you would 
create a purpose you would create a decision making mechamsm 
which usually are called by laws or some kind of similar document, 
on how this group is going to raise and spend money That group 
would then hire a campaign manager and we would come up with 
procedures to tell these volunteers who would run the committee 
how they should select a campaign manager 

We would put together a questionnaire basically an RFP 
[request for proposal] and send it out to the ten or twenty top 
managers m the state and say Are you mterested m managing a 
campaign like this if this committee gets off the ground 9 Because 
ballot measure campaigns either offensive or defensive are 
basically chicken or the egg propositions When [William] Bill Press 
says I m going to put on an initiative to tax the oil compames 
more the oil compames say Well if he does we should get 
organized until he does why should we worry about it 9 All of a 
sudden he does just out of nowhere and a million signatures are 
submitted and the oil mdustry says, Oh, my God we ve got to fight 
this thing How do we do it It s not like Arco fightmg it or Chevron 
fighting it They have their own decision making mechamsm But 
you put Arco Texaco Exxon Chevron m a room and say Make a 
decision about something you ve not done ever or recently and it s 
a brand new ball game 
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So they look to people like us and we would say Here s the 
best way to look at the managers Here are the questions to ask 
And as we went through this process year after year we fine tuned 
the answers The campaign manager would say Yes you have my 
heart and soul full time on this And you found out that didn t 
mean you had their body full time because they would take a second 
campaign if they got the choice or a third campaign 

So we started coming up with documents that said, I promise 
to spend x number of hours on your campaign I promise to not be 
out of the state or unavailable any longer than seventy two hours at 
any one time You would come off with a number of procedures 
that would protect the client The manager has an interest m 
spending lots of money because they are getting paid usually on a 
fee where they get 15 percent of the media So if they can convince 
the campaign if you just spend $10 million more on this I m sure 
you 11 be able to win which if I m the manager I get 15 percent or 
$15 million So as the lawyer for the committee we had to protect 
the committee against the system Since the managers were all our 
friends and the way we got into it we also had to remind them that 
we had a conflict of interest and therefore could not protect them 
which meant that some of them would go find their own lawyers 
It gets more and more legalistic 

Yes And their lawyers would be worrying about them what 
happens if the committee fires them right before all the media starts 
what about severance clauses 9 And they were legitimate concerns 
But since lawyers are only allowed to represent one side we would 
be the committee s lawyer and someone else would be the 
manager s lawyer or the media buyer s lawyer or somebody else 

I said initiative campaigns really are small businesses They 
are It may be a six month or twelve month business They start 
from scratch They know exactly the day they re going to culminate 
their efforts They know what they want to accomplish And there 
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are all sorts of impediments m between They ve got to hire 
pollsters they ve got to hire staff, they ve got to open headquarters 
Well we also came up with what we called a legal clearance 
system where we said The best way for you to be effective is to 
make sure you don t say anythmg that you regret The way to do that 
is have everything that the campaign is about to put out cleared 
legally before it goes out So the campaigns that are smart enough 
to use that system and now most all of our clients are let us see 
everything before it goes out So you don t get an madvertent or 
purposeful mistake that causes you lots of problems And m 
campaigns the history is legion with campaign managers devising 
something that then turns out to backfire 

Butcher Forde when they were domg some of those Howard 
Jarvis initiatives 1 put out something that looked like a tax bill The 
pitch was supposed to be if you don t change the law you could 
actually be getting this bill for $60 000 And then they would have 
something m there that looks like a tax bill asking them for $60 000 
Well when they did that one of those years some poor lady read it 
and said Oh I owe $60 000 picked up a checkbook and wrote 
$60 000 and sent it in They got a lot of bad press and that maybe is 
one of the reasons that that initiative failed That would not happen 
with a client like ours, because you couldn t send that out until you 
sent it to us first and we would be tramed to say Now this stuff 
doesn t look very proper 

You re not just advising them on whether it s legal or not 9 
Well the reason this firm still is the granddaddy of political law 
films is that the people we hire are political and lawyers They ve 
served in government They ve served in campaigns They have a 
very high public affairs involvement before they become political law 
lawyers And we ask them to use that traimng and that background 
to serve their client 


1 No on Proposition 36 campaign (November 1984) 
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So we tell the client We will be able to be a member in 
essence of your executive committee We will be an advisor to your 
campaign on what you could and should do separate from just what 
the law says you can do And we can tell someone Look the law 
of libel says you can get away with this and you would not supposedly 
get a judgment against you But, 1 we d say that s ridiculous What 
you want to accomplish is to communicate the following message 
There is a way to communicate that message without causing this 
problem Let s talk about the other ways to change the message to 
communicate your bottom line without taking a chance on the law 
We probably change virtually every script we ve ever seen 
often not substantially mostly just little stuff But a lot of times 
we ve changed it substantially where the manager came m and said 
Don t you think this is a great idea? and we said, No And the 
client thought about it and agreed that they didn t like the first draft 
even though it sounded pretty good at the time 
So some of your role gets into campaign management even though 
there s a campaign manager? 

Yes but it s really not management We don t say this is a good 
idea we ve created a theme that we ve implemented we ve set the 
timing We do our best to stay out of the manager s job We re the 
controller And not just the financial controller but land of the 
keeper of the faith The tobacco industry or the oil industry or the 
bottling industry can t afford to win the election and lose the war So 
they need to make sure that when they finish it someone says You 
lost the election or you won the election but you didn t lose your 
credibility you didn t damage the reputation of this product or 
anything else And since that s our job we can sit at the table and 
argue that while everyone else is arguing that the spot looks so good 
as is that it shouldn t be changed 

What other initiatives might you want to comment on? I read m one 
of these articles that you ve been involved with every major 
campaign initiative 
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What happened starting basically m 80 after the 78 election is 
there were only a handful of managers running ballot measures at 
the time We knew all of them they all knew us And we were the 
first choice for most initiatives There weren t that many two or 
three per election and we had the capacity to handle all of those 
So we would get virtually all of the initiatives 
One side or the other 

At most one side Sometimes we would be the proponent 
sometimes we would be the opponent And sometimes we would 
agonize over it For example on the Peripheral Canal 1 We had 
clients on both sides of that issue because it was basically an 
economic issue We had offices in Los Angeles, San Francisco and 
Sacramento So we had a split just like the state is split basically 
with the noi th not wanting to give the south more water and the 
south wanting more water We took the yes side of the Peripheral 
Canal on that one and two of our major clients were the J G 
Boswell Company and the Salyer Land Company who were large 
supporters of the no side And we asked them Do you want to go 
elsewhere since we have now taken the opposite side 9 And they 
said Yes for six months but not afterwards So we didn t give 
them strategic advice or anythmg for six months but once the 
campaign was over we started up again 

Now how do you decide which side to take 9 Is it philosophical 9 
The law firm chooses It s not always an easy choice We have a 
decision mechamsm that once a week we talk about any new case 
any new potential client and all the lawyers including the associates 
and two of the paralegals participate in that and we just make a 
decision 

On what basis 9 What kinds of things are discussed 9 
There are some subjects that we don t touch For example, we 
would not help an anti gay rights group We got close to that when 
[Assemblyman] John [V ] Briggs wanted to do a teacher initiative 


1 Proposition 9 (June 1982) 
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The teachers had to sign an oath that they weren t homosexual or if 
they didn t sign they would lose their job 1 We did a little work on 
the edge of that and didn t like it We did it under the rationale that 
everyone deserves a lawyer that we re not making the policy for the 
state we re just giving that American the right to at least have a 
better drafted initiative than they would before We decided that 
that was not the way we wanted to operate this law firm and 
therefore turn down those sorts of clients where we would not like 
the end product to be law 

We have an awful lot of women in the firm so we would not 
do an anti abortion initiative for example We re not going to do 
anything on the assault guns pro or con We have a number of 
clients who are very conservative and some of them would like to 
do some kind of a constitutional protection of arms initiative Well 
there s probably a good reason to have a clean law that says when 
you re allowed to bear arms and what type, and when you re not 
But after a whole bunch of kids get shot down we don t want to be 
on the side that talks about constitutional rights at the present time 
and we would not help someone do that 

On the [Lyndon] LaRouche initiative we took the no side and 
would not have taken the yes side 2 Usually we re on the economic 
interest side So it s the industry who someone else is trying to 
penalize and we re trying to defend 

On the Gann pay raise initiative we represented Paul Gann m 
a number of matters in a number of issues Then he came up with a 
desire to put a cap on public employee pay We disagreed with that 
The judges association came to us and said We re looking for 
lawyers to help run the campaign against Paul Gann You re the 
best in the industry Would you take it 7 And we said, No We 
don t have a legal conflict but taking a campaign that is trying to 
defeat an initiative of our client just isn t very tasteful So we won t 

1 Proposition 6 (June 1978) 

2 Proposition 64 (November 1986) 
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be on either side And because of that and because of some other 
things which 111 talk about a number of law firms have now been 
able to get a good deal of the initiative business because there are 
enough initiatives around and obviously if we re on one side then 
there is a second side where there is some other law that needs to be 
done 

When tort reform started in 85 the trial lawyers the doctors 
and the msurance compames all talked about coming up with an 
initiative to solve the toi t reform liability problem Parks were 
closing swimming pools were closing everybody was saying the deep 
pockets doctrine [of joint and severable liability] was creating a 
situation where good things couldn t get done because msurance was 
unavailable We represented the trial lawyers at the time we 
represented the doctors and we represented the insurance industry 
all on political law compliance matters 

We were not looking forward to having the three of them split 
up and go after each other All three of them put out RFPs asking 
campaign managers if they would be able to help on an initiative 
which was not yet written but was being considered for the 1986 
ballot The insurance compames and the doctors agreed that they 
were going to come up with a proposal that would be jointly 
acceptable to both of them most likely not acceptable to the trial 
lawyers The trial lawyers agreed that they would not be pleased 
with whatever the doctors and the msurance compames come up 
with and would probably oppose and might likely come up with 
something themselves And they were going to try to align 
themselves with the cities and counties 

We said Do we want to sit this one out like we sat out some 
others or should we choose 9 Because if we sat out every fight that 
involved any of our clients and we have over a thousand chents we 
would sit out virtually every initiative So you have to choose one 
side We decided to choose the doctors and the msurance 
compames 
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The trial lawyers were furious They told us that it was 
unethical blank blank blank blank and they were going to sue us 
for conflict of interest I politely reminded them that I thought I was 
an expert on conflict law, and they had absolutely no basis at all 
They could be pissed but they should be no more pissed than Salyer 
or Boswell were and they would have to expect that if we have a 
thousand clients and they’re one of the thousand that there s a 
chance that they 11 be on the opposite side at some point m time 
And I said You ve got the same choice that Salyer and Boswell had 
either you can not use us for six months or you can just be pissed 
enough to not use forever And they said That was easy They 
were pissed enough to not use us forever And have not They got 
their own law firm and now are very pleased with their own law firm 
[Joseph] Joe Remcho s firm which you read about didn t you m 
the California Lawyer 91 
LAGE Yes 

NIELSEN Remcho does basically just Democratic candidates and now has 

been doing trial lawyers for a while That fight escalated mto the 
fight of 1988 Proposition 51 1 2 was the initiative that was qualified by 
the doctors and the insurance companies and the busmess 
community produced a limit on deep pocket litigation and spawned 
a compromise legislative solution to other product liabilities m 
August of 1987 But the consumers bitched that they had been left 
out of that compromise and that they were gomg to take their fight 
to the ballot and that turned out to be Propositions 100 101 103 
104 and 106 that cost $100 million 3 
LAGE And did you handle one of those 9 

NIELSEN Yes We handled the yes on 104 The msurance industry then 
sponsored yes on 106 

LAGE Yes on 104 Would you just 

1 Blum Bill, and Lobaco Gina Campaign Counsel California 
Lawyer May 1988 See appendix, p 124 

2 Proposition 51 (June 1986) 

3 Propositions 100 101,103,104,106 (November 1988) 
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LAGE Yes on 104 Would you just 

NIELSEN That was the no fault 
LAGE That was the insurance industry s no fault 

NIELSEN The insurance industry s request to enact no fault, which lost 
miserably 

[End Tape 4 Side B] 

[Begin Tape 5 Side A] 

NIELSEN The insurance industry was successful m stopping 100 They were 
not successful in stopping 103 [Richard] Dick Woodward had been 
the campaign manager for yes on Prop 51 where he was aligned 
with the business community the doctors and the msurance 
industry He then jumped ship m 1987 to the trial lawyers and was 
the manager of the yes on 100 campaign which was trying to say yes 
on 100 no on 104 Two of my former associates Barry Fadem and 
Peter Bagatelos who had jomed me and had learned political law 
when we were all with the Harold Dobbs law firm when that law 
firm split up in August of 1983 
LAGE Everybody just went their separate ways 9 

NIELSEN Well, basically it split mto two firms with a couple of spin offs 

Seventy percent of the people formed my law firm Twenty percent 
of the people stayed with Harold Dobbs where he was and cut back 
to a small law firm and then merged with another one to get to be a 
medium sized firm agam and then Bagatelos and Fadem decided 
that they wanted to go on their own and do political law Barry 
Fadem had been assigned a lottery client when he was an associate 
with me The lottery client liked him The lottery client was gomg 
to use Dick Woodward, and he and Woodward and another 
campaign manager were working a lot together and he decided that 
he would go out and try and be the lawyer for these ballot measures 
for those campaign managers instead of our firm And he s done 
that and he and Peter have done a good job They’re the only other 
real competitor in northern California 
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One of our associates Jerry Simmons who started out as a 
law clerk in Sacramento went to Los Angeles when we opened an 
office there came to San Francisco when we closed the office m Los 
Angeles when our partner went to work for Deukmejian then once 
she got back here to San Francisco admitted that she was in love 
with a man in Los Angeles and wasn t sure how that was going to 
work out but about a year and half later said I don t know if it will 
work out or not but I know it won t work out if I stay here in San 
Francisco So she left and went down to work m political law in Los 
Angeles has now married him and she and a former FPPC 
commissioner have formed their own law firm and the two of them 
are practicing political law 
So it s a growing industry, it sounds like 

Yes As it relates to the industry last year our law firm and Lance 
Olson s law firm thought it might make sense to orgamze all parts of 
the political law legal profession We have all formed a political law 
attorneys association [California Political Attorneys Association] 
which is now m its second year m existence I think the membership 
is up to about seventy lawyers it s either forty or seventy I can t 
remember which and does have meetings about once a quarter and 
files amicus briefs and does a number of things that pohtical lawyers 
should do as a group and that s 
To what end 9 

Well like now with Prop 73 being enacted in June of 1988, there 
needs to be an official way the commission the FPPC can learn 
what pohtical lawyers think the problems are and what the proposed 
solutions are So when the FPPC does something that for example 
gets challenged in court we the political law attorneys association 
will file an amicus brief saying that we think the FPPC is either right 
or wrong so far it has always been right m our minds for the 
following reasons There are a lot of glitches m the law that need 
response Instead of having ten law firms all write letters saymg 
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We think the following having one group write a letter saying 
We the political lawyers think the following 
And you tend to agree? 

On certain things There would be a lot of disagreements on matters 
that might help somebody versus somebody else But on questions 
of clarity we all agree that clarity is necessary in political law So 
having them make something clearer versus leaving it vague is one 
that we can all agree on 

Just another couple of things on the initiatives do you help write an 
initiative? If you re not opposing the one that s already written? 
Right We have drafted a number of initiatives that have been on 
the ballot in the last ten years We have also edited drafts that came 
to us by people who had already decided what they wanted 
especially in things like what s called the smgle subject rule 
California cannot have an initiative that has more than one subject 
m it So we usually get a Christmas tree of ideas put together as a 
proposed initiative and have to tell the client No you can t do that 
You need to scale it down to a smgle issue It doesn t have to be a 
single decision but a single issue The Political Reform Act was 
political reform but it had at least three or four or five different 
components to it But they were all tied together tightly enough to 
satisfy the California law So we would look at a draft and/or if we 
were drafting one ourselves be very cogmzant of that to draft 
something that met that requirement We have drafted and will be 
drafting initiatives for a long time I suspect 
What do you think of aside from your busmess mterest, legislation 
by initiative? 

It s a very poor way to create public policy The legislative process 
with all its faults still has a system where you ve got to go through 
committees you ve got to do it with enough time that people look 
over your shoulder and find the pitfalls The things you learn m an 
initiative campaign is that good campaign managers find the faults 
and use those m the campaign strategy Most proponents wished m 
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the middle of a campaign that they had the amendment process and 
could quickly solve the glitch 

In the second antismokmg initiative, 1980, 1 there was a 
different campaign manager a guy named [Robert] Bob Nelson He 
calls from a car phone or from his home phone or something one day 
and says Let me ask you a question Chip If I get ticketed for 
smoking if this thing passes and I don t show can I go to jail 9 I 
said Yes I think so Bob Why 9 He said I think so too I just got 
a speeding ticket I turned it over to read it because a speeding 
ticket s going to be like a smoking ticket if this law passes and there 
on the back of it it says If you don t show up at your hearing on the 
following date at the following time you can be arrested and put in 
jail 

Or pay your ticket 

You can pay it but if you don t pay or show up you can go to jail 
And I said Yes you re right It s not that you re gomg to jail for 
smoking You re gomg to jail for failure to appear He said That s 
all I need Can you write me up something that m essence allows 
me as a campaign manager to say People could go to jail if this law 
is passed 9 I said Yes I think I can Let me do the research on it 
I did the research and found out that s correct That same provision 
or the consequence of the same provision was also m 78 but the 
managers there didn t catch it This guy happened to catch it 

Well the authors of those two antismoking initiatives never 
wanted anyone to go to jail for smoking If they had thought about 
it they would have put in a provision that the worst that could 
happen is you would double the fines or triple the fines or something 
if you don t pay your fine on time But they would have for sure not 
wanted to burden down the court system with people arguing over 
smoking violations So they would have come up with a system now 
they re called infractions or whatever that would have solved it But 


1 Proposition 10 (November 1980) 
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they couldn t So m the middle of the 80 campaign they had to 
listen to these radio and television commercials talking about people 
could go to jail and we have an overburdened court system, so why 
enact this proposition 9 And some voters probably said Yes thats 
the problem with initiatives Amateurs write them they re all 
screwed up I m going to vote no and not let another amateur law go 
into effect 

Most initiatives have those defects which is one of the 
benefits of the so called indirect initiative which the League of 
Women Voters and others are pushing that says you circulate what 
you want and you get like half the signatures and you turn it over to 
the legislature They have to withm six months or something either 
enact it basically as is or if they can t get their act together, they give 
it back to you and then you get the rest of the time to circulate the 
rest of the signatures and go on the ballot 

That allows the proponent to either get a cleaner law put into 
effect because the legislature realizes there s some merit to it, or m 
that deliberative process before the legislature the proponents 
obviously will be there watching it and they may learn a lot about 
how they could clean up their own act even if the legislature won t 
do it then go back to the voters with a modified version that makes 
some sense Or makes more sense 

Proposition 65 is a good example 1 Last week the scientific 
advisory board was trying to decide whether there needed to be a 
warning label on Vitamin A saying it was a toxin That was called 
the clean water act And we agreed that we wanted to have clean 
water in the state and therefore if there was dirty water we shouldn t 
have to drink it and we should have big signs telling us it s dirty 
water so we know what we re getting into In that initiative were 
provisions that had nothing to do with water just to do with toxins 


1 Safe Drinking Water and Toxic Enforcement Act Proposition 65 
(November 1986) 
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It says if there is l/100th something I m not an expert on this 
present you have to have a warning sign 

The scientific advisory board has been puttmg all these 
chemicals [on the lists of hazardous substances], and everyone agrees 
that asbestos and a whole bunch of other things went on real early 
but last week they put on Vitamin A So assuming the consequences 
of all this work out pretty soon all Vitamin A bottles and everything 
else with Vitamin A in it will say this is dangerous to your health 
But only if you exceed a certam 

What it means is only if you exceed a certam amount Like most 
things it s always exceeding But having a skull and crossbones on 
your Vitamin A pills is a contradiction in terms Because doctors are 
telling lots of people they have got to have them to stay healthy, and 
the state s now telling us the statute says you shouldn t have it It s 
not that they shouldn t have it but you ve got this warmng on it 
You ve noticed too you now have these generic warmng signs all 
over I m going to put one up later today or sometime soon in our 
office We do have guests that come in and smoke we do have 
carpets and we do have pamt So you re sittmg m an office whose 
walls are emitting toxic emissions 
Now is that part of the law 
That s part of the law 

You re legally obliged to put that up? Or are you just domg it to 
make a point? 

No everybody in California is going to have to put up those signs 
Everybody So we re being law abiding lawyers We re going to put 
our sign up The building sent us around a notice and said 
Remember that if you have any of the following you have to This 
building has asbestos in it So right now our lungs are bemg 
infected with a miniscule amount of asbestos which the building and 
the non Prop 65 people have already said is not a hazard to yours 
and my health But 65 says we re not talking about what s bemg 
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practical to be a hazard we re talking about whether it meets a 
certain level And if it does per se you need a warmng sign 

Which is why when you go to a gas station there are signs on 
it that tell you that the fumes that come out of the pumps are not 
good I know that I can smell them They don t smell good to me 
But I ve also got to get gasoline in my car somehow 
It would only be beneficial if it makes changes in the manufacturing 
process 
Right 

Who knows if it will OK let s talk about some of the other aspects 
of political law besides initiative campaigns 
Like what*? 

Well one of the articles that I looked at drew a fine line between 
political law and lobbying Not quite lobbying but advising on 
strategic ways to approach things m Sacramento 
Right That will be covered in the August 1989 issue of The 
California Lawyei I have not seen the article but the reporter m 
Sacramento is writing about lobbying and lawyers and the distinction 
or the nondistinction We are the one law firm apparently in 
California that is not trying to become legislative lobbyists Most of 
the others have been We have two reasons to do it one is we 
represent a lot of lobbyists as political lawyers and second we think 
being a non lobbying law firm is a specialty that we like to fit mto 
and can do a better job as people that help lobbying the legislature 
rather than actually doing it ourselves 

Our definition of political law does not include changing 
public policy through legislation and that s what lobbymg basically 
is Our definition is understanding and complying with the rules of 
political reform act type laws that deal with contributions ballot 
measures that which the public does through their right to vote and 
complying with the laws once you re in public life so you don t have 
conflict of interest and complying with the lobbymg laws So we 
help a lot of people who do lobby the legislature, and we know what 
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those laws are know when they can entertain know when they can 
take fact finding trips know when they can give honorariums etc 
But we don t then lobby the legislators ourselves because it seems a 
little hard to tell everybody else how to play the game and then be 
one of the players 

But what we have not been able to do is to be academic 
lawyers When you hire people who are politically and 
governmentally trained like we are, you then have your client who 
says You fill out my reports You tell me how to be effective You 
help me hire campaign managers You help me hire legislative 
lobbyists But now shouldn 11 also ask you to help me accomplish 
what I want to do 9 And our answers had to be m the last four or 
five years Yes 

So what we do is we call these lawyers m our law firm 
government lawyers And that will be the distinction made in this 
article that s coming out You have a political lawyer who at least 
primarily worries about the political laws that s what we ve just been 
talking about And you have a government lawyer who drafts 
legislation analyzes legislation worries about how testimony is put 
together how witnesses can be found and used effectively who 
worries about strategy but does not get up in the morning and walk 
into the capitol and say In the next six or eight hours this is where I 
always spend my day arm twisting votes and talking to people and 
arranging to make sure my bill has enough votes in each of the 
hurdles it has to jump through That s what we call legislative 
lobbyists 

We do the government law We do it primarily in 
Sacramento We go to hearings regulatory hearings we produce 
testimony we write white papers we produce letters to the governor 
for example to try to argue for or against the merits of some bill 
But then when a client needs a lobbyist we tell them Why don t you 
hire one of the three hundred lobbyists that work full time in 
Sacramento as lobbyists 9 
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Then would you be working with that lobbyist? 

We often work very closely with that lobbyist We wony more about 
the factual side of the argument they worry more about the 
legislative political side of the argument 

So does your background in knowing how Sacramento works which 
it seems that so many of your 

Yes especially Steve Merksamer and Bob Naylor are and would be 
excellent legislative lobbyists if the firm decided to do that We have 
as a firm decided not to do that and to help on the strategy and do I 
guess what you would call a limited amount of lobbying because you 
can t sit there like we did with accounting and say We know it s 
inefficient for you to do your own accounting but we re lawyers and 
we re pure and we re not going to do accounting 

So when Naylor is sitting with a client and a legislative 
lobbyist and the decision is Well we need to go over and explain 
the following concept They don t understand how unitary tax really 
works Bob doesn t say to the lobbyist Well, let me brief you 
because only you can go over and talk to them Bob and the 
lobbyist would go over And normally the lobbyist would say to the 
legislator Bob Naylor is an expert m these tax laws Let me have 
him try and explain why we see the world this way and why we think 
this would be good or bad legislation Bob would do that but he 
wouldn t then say OK now that I ve done that it s my job to go out 
and round up seven more votes because we need seven to get a 
majority That would be the legislative lobbyist 
Is that a fine line whether you need to register as a lobbyist? 

Yes He s registered as a lobbyist 
Oh he is? 

I m registered as a lobbyist The line is very low, the threshold is 
very low If you have twenty five contacts m a two month period 
you re a lobbyist Or if you get paid $2 000 m a one month period, 
you re a lobbyist The lobbying requirement is not only lobbying the 
legislature it s lobbymg the administrative branch and it s lobbying 
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not only laws but regulations So our law firm for example is 
lobbying the FPPC on regulations all the time We are trying to tell 
them what are good or bad pohtical law rules Because of that the 
people that do that are lobbyists 

So you don t consider yourselves lobbyists but the law does 
The law does right And obviously as the alleged experts m this area 
we certainly can t be one where we could hide under an exemption 
or be close to a line So when any of our lawyers get anywhere close 
to that we just say it s much safer to register as a lobbyist, because 
there s no reason not to report it and that s what the law requires 
The law does not define lobbying in the traditional sense which 
means only those people who are full time at the capitol It includes 
a lot more people and we are properly m that web that is now 
included 

Do you think that the Political Reform Act has had far reachmg 
effects on how people do business in Sacramento 9 
The one thing about pohtical reform that I am absolutely convmced 
of is that it has more unforeseen consequences than the authors will 
ever admit or the other reformers and supporters will acknowledge 
One of the things it did m my mind m lobbying is it locked m the 
present old time lobbyists in 1975 to a no lose position vis a vis all 
new competition 
How is that 9 

These people had been able to entertain without limit for years 
They created a relationship with legislators legislative staff, for 
years They went to the Bahamas together they went to Lodi 
together they did whatever they all did together And then starting 
in January 1 1975 the Pohtical Reform Act said you shall not 
entertain a legislative official over ten dollars a month Jerry 
Brown s two hamburgers and a Pepsi 

But the relationship was already there for all of the people 
that were already there So you had a new person that comes up and 
is told 'This is an era of clean government We re trying to separate 
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the Third House from the legislature Let them have more distance 
from you people You don t get to go to lunches you don t get to do 
all these things So this lobbyist says That s the new rule That s 
what we re all bound to But the legislators who were there from 
the old system and the lobbyists from the old system already have 
relationships They don t need to go to a new lunch to create it or 
keep it So you disadvantaged all the new lobbyists forever 

The law that restricts entertaimng wining and dimng only 
covers lobbyists not lobbyists clients So if a lobbyist s client is 
wealthy enough the lobbyist s client can do all the entertaimng and 
they can do entertaimng with the lobbyist there So the lobbyist calls 
a wealthy client and says I can t entertain anymore but if you 
wanted to the best thing to do would be to have a trip to Japan 
show them what this super bullet train is really all about We 11 all 
get on the same plane together We 11 all go together We 11 all stay 
in the same hotel together We 11 all look at the bullet tram, which is 
a legitimate fact finding purpose We 11 go out to some shows 
together We 11 go drinking together I, the lobbyist, won t arrange 
any of this but 111 be sitting right there being hosted just like the 
legislators are and we 11 have a great time and these legislators will 
understand how important your bullet tram type concept is here in 
California 

The lobbyist who does not have the wealthy client can t do 
that So that lobbyist never gets to sit on a ten hour flight with a 
legislator never gets to go and do something fun like gomg to Japan 
or go to a convention in New Orleans or anyplace else So I think 
that was an unintended consequence that no one ever really 
envisioned again helping certain people not helpmg other people 

Second example they originally said lobbyists couldn t get 
campaign contributions A number of lobbyists did very well 
financially They had fixed fee contracts The contracts stayed fixed 
they just didn t have to spend any campaign money or entertainment 
money [Laughter] So lobbyists did very well Clients ended up 
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paying for a lot more that never got passed on out of the lobbyist s 
own pocketbook 

On lobbying reporting We 11 go back to lobbying reportmg 
first The old system was once a quarter you filed a report that 
showed how much you spent on entertainment That report was 
published in the Sacramento Bee because it was easy to understand 
There would be ten lobbyists that spent $5 000 $20 000 whatever it 
was and the Bee would report for example, that Judge Garibaldi 
spent the most He represents horse racing wine spirits et cetera 
The next person was the railroads or the oil companies or whatever 
it was at the time And every quarter you would get a blip that 
would kind of tell you what the special interests were Now there s 
no way you can understand who the special interests are m the 
monstrous amount of reportmg that s there because it s just too 
much There are so many lobbyists so much money that all the 
zeros have lost meaning 

Same thing in campaign reportmg Campaign reportmg used 
to highlight the big donors Well now everybody’s a big donor I 
would bet even at UC Berkeley people would start saying There s a 
lot of money involved in this much more than there was before but 
I really couldn t say that the insurance industry or the oil industry or 
the agriculture industry or the unions or the state teachers or the 
state employees have changed in their relationships vis a vis other 
donors in the last ten years And if you wanted to find that out you 
put a researcher on it and the researcher would spend weeks if not 
months before the researcher could come back and give some 
conclusion because we have been inundated by the amount of 
money involved 

For example the law says we want to disclose all 
contributions of a hundred dollars or more That s a pretty damn 
low threshold to find out where special interest is So you ve got 
pages and pages and we produce them on our computers We 
pioduce reports that are thiee or four hundred pages long because 
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we have to If you really wanted to know you would say Who gave 
the most of this money and how can we ask just that question*? 

Well the government doesn t want to do that because you might 
miss something So on the attempt not to miss something we ask for 
everything And now it s just basically worthless information 
And the media can t get at it 

Media can t understand it can t get at it They can get bits and 
pieces of it And the FPPC does a decent job on trying to 
consolidate a lot of it and come up with some simplified reports but 
again that takes time, which means that it s old news and people 
don t care about old news We ve overdisclosed overregulated 
made it too hard for people to just get mvolved m politics or 
lobbying 

Has it affected volunteering in politics'? 

Oh sure No question about it It has not affected it as badly as 
everybody thought Private persons who want to be public officials 
will go through whatever hoops necessary to be elected So they’ll go 
through all these requirements even if they don t like them because 
they want to be public officials People who want to be mvolved m 
politics will take chances to be criticized for breaking the laws if they 
make an inadvertent mistake as compared to doing nothing But a 
lot of people won t And when you learn what the disclosure of your 
assets and income are when you learn you can be fined for 
something 

We have a young man who is a city councilman m a newly 
created southern California city who got recalled about a year after 
being there and is now being investigated by the commission The 
commission wants to charge him a damn hefty fine for things that 
happened a long time ago which he claims are inadvertent They 
claim they couldn t be inadvertent because they are sure people are 
nasty and deserve to be pumshed We think the commission 
basically has a quota system They need to collect so many fines like 
a cop at a street corner and this is the guy who came through the 
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stoplight and they decided to make it a capital offense When stones 
like that circulate people will say I m not going to get involved in 
politics 

A law case down south a couple of years ago the law says 
you shall not commingle private and campaign momes There are 
some good reasons for that but basically they re trying to keep 
people from taking campaign momes puttmg it in their own pocket 
and then paying their taxes or bills with it A candidate did 
commingle his own money and his campaign money had no illegal 
purpose about it at all Everyone admits he just didn t understand 
and there wasn t an awful lot of money involved and why 
You mean he put his own money into it rather than taking the 
campaign money out? 

Yes right But he did it through his own checkbook So he got ten 
or twenty checks for let s say $5 000 and he spent $8 000 on his 
campaign The district attorney went after him they got him The 
law says you can have the judge preclude him from running for office 
for four years the judge says Yes I think this is a case where that 
needs to be imposed and all of a sudden a person m essence for 
making a techmcal error If he had opened one more checkbook 
and put the $5 000 into that and then written his own check from his 
own checkbook for $3 000 into the new checkbook he would have 
been legal But doing it in the reverse order is illegal And then he 
goes thiough like six years of lawsuits to try and have somebody 
figure out whether he really did or didn t break the law 
Plus his public name and all 

Plus his public name people thinking he s a crook When you hear a 
story like that everyone has the same reaction you did Ah you 
mean he was taking some of the money Well in this case it s not 
that he was at all but his reputation will forever be questioned 
because of it There is enough of that going around under these laws 
that there will be some good people who will say no and some good 
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people who will say yes and get burned who really don t deserve to 
get burned 

Well what do you think in general about the FPPC how it operates 9 
Well it keeps going through stages They re not in a very good stage 
right now because they ve been criticized by the press for some 
previous activity not involving people that are there now The San 
Jose Merc [Mercury News] had some reasons to conclude that they 
were too soft and they re still reactmg to it When you re accused of 
being soft on political enforcement the way you disprove it is to be 
hard which means you raise the fines and compromise not at all 
And if you don t have the case you really wanted m front of you you 
take the case that is there So at least we and others in the political 
law attorneys association think that they re going after maximum 
fines on minimal problems just to be able to prove that they ve been 
hard Every single chairman that comes in ends up wantmg to show 
that he or she has fined more people than anybody else 
Are they all appointed by the governor 9 
Yes 

Has there been a difference with Deukmejian s appointments 9 
No They re not all appointed by the governor 


[End Tape 5 Side A] 

[Begin Tape 5 Side B] 

NIELSEN The FPPC is a five member commission The chairman and one 
other part time member of the opposite party is appointed by the 
governor The attorney general, the secretary of state and the 
controller appoint the other three part time members The 
controller has to appoint a person of the opposite registration when 
if he wanted to use his own party, it would result in a four/one split 
m the commission because you could obviously have all the 
constitutional officers being of the same political persuasion So it 
has to end up to be a three/two spht or at least no worse than a 
two/two split Republicans and Democrats 
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There s really no generalization about the commission during 
its last four chairs that works Republicans have been no better than 
Democrats Democrats no better than Republicans The governors 
appomtees have been no better than the other constitutional 
officers the constitutional officers [appomtees] haven t been better 
than the governors There seems to be almost a rotation one of the 
constitutional officers will put in a very good person and the next one 
will be abysmal and the one after that will be good We ve just 
gotten three new commissioners this last month and it now will 
remain to be seen how good they turn out to be There s some 
thought that they might turn out to be real good 
Do both sides of the fence have the same judgment of good, among 
you political lawyers 7 

Yes basically We had one commissioner for example In 
campaign law you have to file reports before the election The last 
cut off is about two weeks before the election If there are any large 
transactions there are certain types that are defined that occur m 
the last ten days, you have to disclose those within twenty four hours 
And what people argue about is whether that is too short or too long 
and what the threshold should be and what the telegram should say 
and all that sort of stuff 

Well this fellow was a political science professor from 
southern California He said I don t understand why we re arguing 
over this Just as companies are able to make projections of what 
two weeks revenue and expenses will be campaigns should be able 
to do the same Why don t we just require them to show us what 
their expectations of the last two weeks of the campaign is going to 
be 7 He put that up as a legitimate request 

He obviously didn t understand his own act It s not a budget 
projection that you re doing, it s an identification of donors Well, 
you can t predict who your donors are going to be* Gee I wonder if 
Ann Lage is going to contribute to me 7 I think she will I think 
she 11 give me $500 I m going to list her as a donor during the last 
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two weeks of my campaign as a $500 donor If you saw that in prmt 
you would be furious at me and horrified He just didn t seem to 
understand 

Half of the commissioners just don t seem to and the other 
half do Sometimes they turn out to be decent even when they’re 
knowledgeable, sometimes they don t 

Joe Remcho who is now one of our competitors practicmg 
law here in San Francisco was one of the better commissioners He 
is an ACLU [American Civil Liberties Umon] lawyer and I m the 
lawyer for the Republican party Supposedly [President] George 
Bush and others tell me I should not be pleased with ACLU lawyers 
But the political law lawyers association would all say he was a good 
commissioner He cared about the fust amendment He cared 
about overregulating He cared about giving people the benefit of 
the doubt 

Most of us think that people in politics on the whole are 
honest people They wake up in the mormng wanting to abide by the 
law but they don t wake up m the morning saying I better reread 
the Political Reform Act before I brush my teeth to make sure I 
remember all its aspects so I can comply with it Those people 
make mistakes like everybody else and when they make serious ones 
they should be punished for it but when they make nonsenous ones 
and understandable ones they should be reminded You re now on 
notice Next time we won t be as lement But this commission and 
the previous commissions seem to have no interest in that sort of a 
philosophy 

The commission for example, has a procedure that if the staff 
thinks you ve broken the law you then go before the chief of the 
staff for a probable cause hearing Well the chief of the staffs 
already approved the report that says they thmk you broke the law 
So it s a little hard to figure out how you re going to get a fair tnal 
The junior staff is telling the senior staff We are absolutely 
convinced there is sufficient evidence to go forward to see if this 
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person has broken the law so if the executive director wants to 
agree with the respondent my plaintiff he has to buck his own staff 
whom he s going to see every day 
Which he could have done before 

Which he could have done before and stopped it before it got there 
And he s going to see that other lawyer every single day They re not 
going to see me So at a close call they re going to go with their own 
staff That s bad enough 

But then their response is to put out a statewide press release 
announcing the accusations and that s like an indictment An 
indictment says enough objective people thought this person was 
guilty to start the process gomg [Richard] Dick Silberman the 
financier out of San Diego was mdicted for laundering supposedly 
cocaine money ten days ago The indictment means someone thinks 
it s serious enough to proceed 

Having an FPPC indictment means that the staff has 
convinced the executive director who is the chief of the staff that 
there is reason It s not objective at all It s the prosecutor saying I 
want to prosecute Well when a prosecutor wants to prosecute and 
it s a grand jury type matter they ve got to go to a grand jury and say 
I know Dick Silberman s guilty Grand jurors you re twelve citizens 
from this community here s my evidence Do you think I have got 
enough to go forward 9 And the grand jury says yea or nay If it says 
nay the prosecutor s pissed thinks that the bad guy s getting away 
but there s been an objective review before it goes public On the 
FPPC probable cause there s no objective review 

So a person who is m public life or in political life and is told 
The commission staff is about to determine whether there s 
probable cause to believe you violated the act Here are your 
options Fight it but it s all gomg to be public or compromise 
Well you have a very strong incentive to compromise to be able to 
get one bad piece of publicity that says for example if I am the 
accused Nielsen compromised with the FPPC for $4 000 versus 
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Nielsen accused by the FPPC Because on the latter then the press 
will call the FPPC and say, What did Nielsen do 9 They will say 
We don t know what he did That s what we re going to determine 
m the hearing The accusation is that he didn t report twenty 
separate contributions properly 

Well what will his fine be 9 Well I can t tell you what his 
fine will be because that s what the hearing process will determine 
but I can tell you that the FPPC has the legal right to levy fines of 
$2 000 per count Oh Can I clarify that to say Nielsen could be 
fined $40 000 9 Yes that would not be inaccurate So the headline 
is Nielsen may be fined $40 000 

Well when I call up the press and say Well that s a bunch of 
crock For missing twenty contributions assuming I did it which I 
claim I didn t no one has ever been fined over $3 000 $5 000 The 
press person says Well that s not what I was told The FPPC told 
me what you could get And so since it s $2 000 times this many 
counts they get the chance to decide whether they want to hang me 
out to dry and they can say Look, he made one mistake He 
thought husbands and wives were separate So when he got $75 
contributions from husbands and wives he said Each of them are 
under $100 I m not going to report it And he did that consistently 
on twenty separate occasions One crime Or they can say, He did 
it on twenty separate occasions twenty crimes They get to make 
that choice 

If they don t like me or they got whatever reasons that are 
going through their heads they are going to say twenty counts Like 
any good prosecutor they can then compromise the counts If they 
start with one and they lose it they re all out So all of a sudden 
there are twenty counts because I did one thing consistently 
Is this the kind of thing that comes up the example you just gave 9 
All the time 

This is why everyone needs a political lawyer I would say 
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Right But then you ve got the question where I tell the client If 
you re going to fight it, it will cost you $5,000 in legal fees Most 
people would not get fined over $6 000 for a problem like yours so 
shouldn t you just go through yourself on the mercy of the FPPC and 
hope that I m right that you get no more than $6 000 Because if you 
ask me to use my expertise and I charge you $5 000 and I m not as 
good as I think and you still end up with a $4 000 fine you re at 
$9 000 So you re $3 000 poorer than you would be if you didn t have 
a lawyer And that s the Hobson s choice that everyone who is of 
limited means which lots of people who are in politics are have 
Plus wanting to reduce the publicity 

And reducing the publicity means you go once and you cut the best 
deal you can and you decide Well I don t think 111 get involved in 
politics again This was not a very comfortable experience and I 
didn t like the option that if I used Nielsen I could be three times as 
poor and twice as smeared 

Let s turn to the legislature for a minute because I was intrigued by 
something reported m the Califot nia Journal I think it was 83 that 
you made the remark that if the FBI [Federal Bureau of 
Investigation] ran an undercover operation m Sacramento they 
would turn up a lot of just what they did turn up [m recent 
undercover investigation of the California legislature] 

I didn t have any knowledge of what they would find and I certainly 
didn t ask them to go do it But I was on a panel and the discussion 
was What is the difference between bribery and campaign 
contributions and gifts 9 And I said The law is pretty clear that 
bribery requires a quid pro quo and supposedly campaign 
contributions and gifts are given without a quid pro quo, and if you 
ask the giver and the receiver they would agree with that and 
therefore no one will really know what the conversation between the 
giver and receiver is unless someone was tapped and observed 
[Martin] Marty Smith [columnist for the Sacramento Bee] wrote it up 
and said In essence Nielsen said If you tapped people you would 
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find out what was going on and that didn t sound nice enough and 
so he said you 11 find a lot that s going on 

Did you have the sense that a lot was going on? Or what s your view 
m general about how the legislature operates? 

When I got there in 1967 it was a good deal less partisan There 
were a number of people who at least claimed they were trying to 
make decisions for all Californians and to do that they had to put 
aside their own mtrafighting for example to accomplish it The 
leaders had to control their egos their personalities their ambitions 
for higher jobs or not stop progress when it was sponsored by people 
trying to take over the leaders own jobs 

You had a campaign system where the leadership of both 
parties in each house spent its effort trying to defend its members 
The parties or volunteer groups outside the legislature would go 
after challenging incumbents with new candidates So you would 
have the speaker and the minority floor leader not trying to knock 
each other off per se trying to hold their own base and their 
respective party which would be led by some citizen who is not a 
legislator m Los Angeles or Sacramento or San Francisco or 
someplace else trying to put together an effort to change the control 
of the legislature 

It seems to me you just had a different kind of relationship 
between legislator and legislator If m fact, I m a legislator and I 
know you re a colleague of mine, but your full time effort is to get 
rid of me, when you come and talk about assault gun legislation or 
something else I have to think about that and I have to wonder why 
I m going to give you my vote on a bill that may make you look good 
so you can raise money from people to give to my opponent to throw 
me out of the job I like very much 
That s a good point 

And that s why they say a reapportionment commission might do a 
better job than the legislature I don t have any belief that the 
human beings that we put on a commission could do a better job 
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than the human beings in the legislature What I do wonder about is 
that those human beings who are on a commission don t have to look 
m the legislators eyes every day And if you were to make that 
decision as a legislator if you were going to do an objective job, 
and you bounced three or four of your friends out of jobs because 
you happened to draw the lines the way common sense would do it 
those friends are still going to be legislators when you fimsh that 
project that week and you go back to the capital They re gomg to be 
looking at you and reminding you every day of your life that you re 
about to probably rum their career and everything else put their 
kids out in the streets and whatever which means you wouldn t make 
those decisions You would create an incumbent protection plan 

So I was young when I was m the legislature and I don t know 
if I was so naive that I just saw things through rose colored glasses 
but at least the view I saw from Flournoy s and Monagan s and 
Remecke s office were a lot of people Republicans and Democrats 
young and old those who considered themselves ideologues and 
those who were less ideological still trying to solve certain problems 
How do we fund the medicare system? How do we change the 
education system in California? Should we put people m jail for 
longer or shorter times? Should we have a death penalty or not have 
a death penalty? There seemed to be more of a consensus of the 
kind Pat Brown had built we ve got to build a umversity we ve got 
to build a highway system we ve got to build a water delivery system 
Since that time there seems to be a real change You had a 
lot fewer people who had already been successful where they were in 
their community who said OK it s time for me to also serve m 
public service for a while You had people who came right out of 
school and went in the legislature into the staff came out of the staff 
to run for office This was and is the best job they ever had They 
needed that job more than anything else in the world in their own 
minds and being defeated would just be terrible So they say every 
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morning when they wake up How am I gomg to raise some more 
money to be able to not get beaten 9 

You also seemed to have a lot more people that liked 
campaigmng who wanted to be legislators The old system was if 
you liked to make laws you became a legislator If you liked to 
campaign you became a campaign manager or volunteer chairman 
or whatever So when you switched that role you now had people 
who were working full time to raise money and full time to try and 
throw out the bad guys on the other side of the aisle or to not let 
them be thrown out if you were already m the majority 

And you ended up with a lot of people understanding how 
much influence legislation can have on economic mterests If the 
Coastal Commission all of a sudden locks up most of the coast you 
need ways to get around it to get waivers or whatever You ve got 
much more stringent zoning laws You ve got much more regulatory 
emphasis on toxics or a whole bunch of other things transportation 
corridors where a lot of people will make or not make a lot of 
money based upon certain decisions 

You get 120 people who want to raise a lot of money eveiy 
day of the year year m and year out Campaigns used to be cyclical, 
as we all remember There used to be an off year and an on year 
But there are no off years anymore they are all on years 

I had never been when I was there or afterwards m a 
meeting where someone said If you vote this way I will give you 
something of value money a trip, a girlfriend put your kid m 
college whatever But I have a number of clients for example who 
know me and know that and don t talk to me about any of the 
aspects of their campaign giving or their gift giving Either that s just 
because they don t want to run up legal fees and waste time, or it s 
because they re not as proud of the conversation they have with 
legislators and that they know I would be unhappy with them if I 
had heard those conversations They would certainly not do it in my 
presence They would certainly not do it in someone else s presence, 
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because if they are right on the line or over the line it s got to be a 
one to one conversation 

And if in fact you were going to try to bribe someone or get 
solicited by somebody, you ve got to do it privately So you would go 
to a restaurant you would go to their house you would go to the 
movie you would be in each other s car, drive to Reno to gamble or 
something and then have that sort of conversation So it was real 
easy for me years ago to say If those conversations occur they ve 
got to be private conversations therefore they ve got to be only one 
to one 

The person who is on the short end of the stick most likely 
will never want to tell the truth Either you re a public official and 
you don t want to say I m being bribed by somebody because 
you re part of that same system or you re the lobbyist and you don t 
want to say This legislator is shaking me down particularly The 
lobbyist will say that genencally And that s now m the press all of 
the time where lots of lobbyists say to the press Don t put this on 
the record but I am telling you that I m really getting strong armed 
to have to go to these fund raisers and have to host these guests 
Of course they re not saying that it s quid pro quo 
They re not saying it s quid pro quo, but it s hke when [Patrick] 
Monarty and all that scandal occurred in southern California A lot 
of the people laughed when a number of legislators said, Gee, I 
didn t understand these ladies were prostitutes And the answer 
was Yeah you must have thought that you were just such a hunk 
that they loved you for your personality I mean that s crazy 
Athletes are good looking handsome men and women but the 
groupies around them are not there because there s this love that s 
defined by God It s because they re groupies and these men and 
women that follow important people around hke to be around 
important people because they apparently don t get enough of a kick 
without being around important people 



113 


So you wonder when a person either gets sloppy or greedy or 
lazy what they 11 do Assuming I m a public official and assuming 
I ve made a self imposed budget of how much campaign money I 
need to raise over an eighteen month period and I got all tied up m 
some legislative stuff or my m laws died or whatever and I m now 
behind schedule what do I do to catch up 9 I can work harder stay 
up later drive around my district more write more letters ask more 
people or lobbyists can come m and say I really have got to talk to 
you about such and such All of sudden I say I really don t want to 
talk to you about legislation I want to figure out how I can get back 
on my fund raising schedule I wonder if this is an opportunity 
where I might mix the two either because I m sloppy, or because I m 
lazy or because I m just greedy 

We ve had a couple of experiences where inadvertence has 
The thing was done inadvertently but it caused me to learn 
about how coincidences are just that and can really hurt As you 
know we fill out all these reports, and sometimes we hold the 
checkbooks and actually write the checks We do not make 
campaign decisions for any of our clients not one But if we have a 
checkbook that has $10 000 in it and they say Write the following 
check to the following legislator we do it and we have a transmittal 
letter that explains all of the stuff that you need in it to know how to 
disclose it all and we find using it is a real service for our client 

We had a client once who called up and said Did I ask you a 
couple of months ago to make the following campaign checks 9 This 
is to my Sacramento office The lawyer said No He said Oh 
hell 1 I just blew it All this was approved our committee met I was 
supposed to tell you you were supposed to cut the checks and I m 
really going to get burned by my people by being so late Could you 
cut the following checks right now and run them over to the capitol 
this was before the law said you couldn t deliver checks to the 
capitol and give them to the recipients 9 And he said Sure 
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This young lawyer thought he was doing the client a favor 
wrote the checks got out of his office walked over to the capitol 
walked into an office it was the first office dropped it off to the 
secretary and said I m delivering this to your boss turned around 
and just by chance walked out and ran into a lobbyist fnend of his 
who said What are you doing 9 And thinking he would be cute, he 
said I m a bagman today I m delivering campaign checks for client 
x And the guy looked blank it s a friend of his said just a 
minute, turned around brought him into an office shut the door, 
and said You ve got to be kidding 1 Your industry s bill is up this 
afternoon My attorney said Oh my God 1 He ran out to grab the 
check off the secretary s desk ran back to his office called me still 
puffing He was just horrified He didn t do anything wrong He 
didn t know what was going on He didn t have anything to do with 
the legislative policy He didn t do it, nor did the guy who called him 
[try to deliver the checks just before a vote] because he wasn t the 
person that does the legislative work He s the PAC [Political 
Action Committee] director But the legislative guy properly so 
said I want to give some contributions I don t want it to be tied to 
legislation I don t have anything coming up for another two months 
So 111 go have my meeting with my PAC people and say make the 
following contributions all of which he just assumed was done 
routinely and the checks were out of their checkbook and mto the 
other checl book Never crossed his mind to worry about What 
happens if these idiots of mine take two months 9 My guy never 
worried about the same thing 

If he had not run mto his friend he might have been front 
page of the Sacramento Bee, because when that came out someone 
would have tied the two together and said That s a bribe It 
wouldn t have been, but how could he have ever proved it 9 
You don t think it was a bribe 9 The way you tell it it sounds 
suspicious 
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I believe my partner he s now my partner I believe that it s exactly 
what the case was that someone said two months ago, Do it 
There was no legislation up there was no expected legislation The 
separate question was why was he giving contributions at all? This 
is a special interest They want to do it to influence legislation by 
not having people say Well hell you don t ever care about me All 
you want is for me to vote on your bills and you don t care about my 
reelection I think 111 prove to you life s not one sided I m going to 
vote against you to show you what happens when you re not 
appreciative of us who have to raise money But I don t think it was 
a quid pro quo bribe at all But it would have looked hke that if m 
fact on the morning of the day a bunch of votes were going to occur 

The stories about morning before vote contributions do exist 
The press has covered a number of stones m the last ten years where 
people have delivered checks on the day of or the day before 
something was going to happen Now they all had excuses as to why 
that really was not a terrible thing Some of them maybe are as legit 
as my story but some of them probably aren t 

There are other examples like the peace officers last year the 
year before whenever who said There are two legislators who have 
been awful darn helpful I think we should reward them Why don t 
we give them a $10 000 honorarium each? And they did They 
wrote a check to two people Senator [Robert B ] Presley 
supposedly as honest as the day is long got one and Sunny 
Mojonmer an assemblywoman from San Diego whom I don t know 
so I can t tell you anything about her but I assume she s honest 

That group said to themselves Well hell everyone s giving 
money Everyone s giving money to their friends Everyone spreads 
it around and we have $20 000 and do we want to give $1 000 here, 
$1 000 here or two two, two here Hell why don t we not goof 
around? There really are two people who have been awful helpful 
Why don t we just give them $10 000 each? They got a lot of bad 
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press on it They probably will not do that again They claimed they 
were doing nothing wrong 

[U S ] Senator [Lloyd] Bentsen set up this breakfast club a 
couple of years ago That s no different from a lot of other fund 
raising organizations But it didn t sit right when it occurred And 
very quickly he bailed out and apologized and said he didn t mean to 
do it But the Republicans and the Democrats both have their own 
insider membership group Ours is called the Golden Eagles or 
something like that or the Inner Circle I get a solicitation every so 
often Pay $5 000 Come to the White House or the Senate and 
meet all these people Get a special briefing on what s going on m 
Central America to reward me for giving Well that s considered 
legal So if m fact the legislator s a good vote you the trial lawyers 
recogmze legislator x as legislator of the year for the trial lawyers 
That s a recognition of people you think are domg a good job Other 
recogmtion is to give them gifts or to take them on trips or to give 
them campaign contributions 

So what I said was and I didn t know how prophetic I was If 
there are some shenanigans going on the only way you d find out 
about it is to be there during these one to one conversations and 
find out what conversations are gomg on I ve been told by my 
friends that Sacramento is a good deal more corrupt than I would 
like to believe And there are legislators making money off of being 
legislators and there are lobbyists who don t want to argue the 
merit they want to buy their votes Whether that s true or not we 
may find out because of the (FBI) sting investigation When all of 
the grand jury records go public and when all of these tapes have 
been transcribed we 11 listen to the tapes ourselves and make our 
own judgments I have no prediction of what that s gomg to be 

I also don t know whether the FBI knows how legislation 
works and how the legislature works to know what s really a crime 
and what just sounds wrong They were up there about four or five 
years ago and apparently they spent a number of days talking to 
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people sure that they were on the trail of illegality when they found 
out there were a whole bunch of corporate checks being paid to 
legislators campaigns They, being schooled on the federal law 
knew that corporate checks were illegal But they didn t know that 
m California they re legal So it took them two or three weeks until 
someone finally said Why do you keep asking me about corporate 
contributions 9 and one agent said Well it s illegal and I find out 
it s being done every day here And the person said Yeah damn it 
it is being done every day because it is legal m California We have 
a different law 

Maybe they need a good political lawyer 

Well they probably do If I were the FBI, I would tram someone 
like myself to be on their side and work full time at it But I don t 
know if the government does that or can do it and if they do they 
pi obably wouldn t tell us that they were doing it 
If there are problems with the system, which there seem to be, how 
are they going to get solved without more of these reform laws which 
just seem to compound 

It s real hard Real hard There s a thought about if we went back to 
a part time legislature maybe that would be better You don t put 
so much of the person s ego into the job They have their own job 
wherever they live and can be part of the community Some of the 
reforms may or may not help get people back to a kind of a 
community based representation How you get people to not want 
to go right out of school into the government staff and into 
government 

If you had stayed on and decided to run for office you would have 
been one of those 

I would have been one of those for sure But I know running this 
business this law firm although it s a political law law firm it turned 
out to be you learn an awful lot that you don t learn when you re in 
public life My lawyers keep track of their time to one tenth of an 
hour every minute of every day 
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NIELSEN You don t have that accountability in government If someone wants 

to give you a $40 000 job and you don t have to show up at work at 
all there s really no accountability and no way that anyone You 
may get some bad press on it now but there s no way that anyone 
calls you to task on it 

The recent press that we ve just been listening to for 
example, the Rules Committee of the assembly where I used to be, 
decided a couple of years ago to give legislators life insurance 
policies for five years after their term in public office Supposedly 
someone thought it was free so if it s free you might as well do it 
And then some insurance agent explained no it wasn t free Life 
insurance costs like everything else What was the rationale of 
spendmg taxpayers money to insure people who were no longer 
public servants 7 

The chairman of the Rules Committee first came up with the 
lame excuse of Well they were probably more at nsk of dymg 
because they had such a high pressure job as legislator and therefore 
giving them a five year window afterwards was proper, and then 
backed away from that and said No we just made a mistake We re 
gomg to cancel those policies If the people that are private citizens 
want private msurance they can pay for it like you and I do 

I would if I could try and get people to not work only for 
government to be able to be farther away from it before they serve 
That s just a personal observation I see the same thing with my 
lawyers in Sacramento versus my lawyers here m San Francisco We 
think we do a better job as a law firm having two offices one that s 
right in the capital estabhshment and one that s outside I see them 
telling me I don t really understand what s gomg on and I see me 
telhng them at tunes, You re too close to it to see the rest of the 
picture 
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I think the answer is that the two of those partial truths are 
the real truth which is why the representative system works pretty 
well when it works But you go to the capital for a while and you stay 
m your district for a while and your district gives you kind of a basis 
to know what the people m your community think and then being in 
the capital you think you know what another 119 people think their 
people think But right now it s full time And as [Assemblyman] 
John Vasconcellos said the other day he considered the capital his 
home and he resented the FBI invading his home and then not 
putting up or shutting up And the press came right back and dished 
it out to him and said John you ve got it backwards The capital s 
not your home It s the people s home You re there just for a short 
period of time to help represent them and you ve got it backwards 
when you start considering it s your house versus their house 
That s a good point OK any other observations on Sacramento? 

We didn t get into the administrative branch 
Well you mentioned the Deukmejian and Brown administrations I 
never was close enough to the Jerry Brown administration to 
comment on that My partner Steve Merksamer is much better in 
commenting on that He knew Jerry Brown personally better than I 
and he knew his semor people and he was in the [Evelle J ] Younger 
and Deukmejian attorney general s office when Jerry Brown was 
governor In the Deukmejian administration people like 
Merksamer really should be interviewed because he has a unique 
perspective being m the AG s office first 

That is another thing I wanted to ask you do you have suggested 
people to be interviewed who are not the obvious ones not the front 
people? 

The people that are obvious that are close to me are Bob Naylor and 
Steve Merksamer They re the two that I would not let die or 
disappear sometime without recording their observations because 
they both held much more senior positions than I did m Sacramento 
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The Deukmejian administration I think it will take a while 
for historians to figure out where it is judged The position of 
governor had changed dramatically after Pat Brown and Ronald 
Reagan because of Jerry Brown He has the attention span of a 
teenager He may be doing a little better now we 11 wait and see 
now that he s land of rejoined public life But it s not that he s not a 
very bright person and that he doesn t have some very interesting 
views a lot of which probably would help make the society more 
palatable But he just didn t have an attention span at all and 
therefore the legislature got used to making its own public policy 
knowing that the governor would not be around long enough to 
really be part of the process 

Deukmejian came in and tried to reestablish the primary role 
of governor and probably has but may well have alienated his 
former colleagues so much m the process and/or been there at a 
time when the whole Sacramento scene was so partisan that no 
matter what he had done he would not have been able to do much 
differently than what he did do It seems to me that it s without 
question that he has run a very honest very straight scandal free 
administration His personal integrity I think is just without 
question 

I think someone if they got his actual net worth when he 
became a public official and what it is now would find out it hasn t 
changed He made whatever he made off his earned income from a 
public salary paid for his kids school and has nothing left over He 
has a small house in Long Beach that he had all those years and 
that s it He brought m a whole bunch of lawyers and he brought m 
a whole bunch of insiders Sacramento political bureaucrats but still 
basically bureaucrats who 

Why is that do you think'? Why did he bring m those*? 

Because he was the attorney general and he had all these deputy 
attorney generals who were lawyers and others that he dealt with 
He had been a legislator so he knew a bunch of legislative staff He 
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was part of Sacramento and he had been there for a long time and 
it was just natural that he would go to the Steve Merksamers 
[Michael] Mike Franchettis [former chief deputy attorney general 
and director of Finance m 1963] [Rodney] Bob Blomens [legislative 
secretary] to staff his administration And it would be also logical 
for them to go to their peers and friends 

Just like I said I went to Tom Hoeber because of my Coro 
experience when I needed to staff up the Rules Committee I did 
not go out and find some terribly bright person who I d never met 
before In politics where loyalty and known quantity is so important 
In the last interview I gave you the example of Gordon Paul 
Smith Supposedly he was brilliant Supposedly, he would be a 
great director of Finance and he just bombed Ronald Reagan then 
went to Cap Weinberger as director of Fmance who was not known 
to him personally and was on the other side of the ideological aisle 
m the Republican party but was a known quantity People had seen 
him perform as a party chairman and seen him perform as a 
legislator and said he was trustworthy That s what Deukmejian 
basically did 

Jerry Brown didn t Jerry Brown liked to tweak the system 
bring m people who would purposely not act like they were expected 
to I think [former State Supreme Court Chief Justice] Rose Bird 
could have been a supreme court justice all her life If he had let her 
be an associate justice put in [State Supreme Court Associate 
Justice] Stanley Mosk or anybody he wanted to as the chief, she 
would have probably been an outstanding justice regardless if I d 
agreed with her or not When he decided to bring m a person who 
basically had not practiced much law at all never been on the bench 
before and started her at the top he created an uncomfortableness 
that turned out to be strong enough to not only get rid of her but also 
get rid of two other judges who probably didn t deserve it other than 
being part of the Jerry Brown legacy 
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Deukmejian has done the opposite He has not tweaked the 
system at all He has been pretty predictable Not that I can or 
Merksamer or anyone else can predict what he 11 do on a decision 
but you know he doesn t want to raise taxes You know he thinks 
there is a pressure to spend for the sake of spending which he 
disagrees with You know what his views are on law and order and 
on trying to manage the state I think he s done a pretty good job 

On regulatory agencies he probably hasn t done much better 
than any other governor or president on being able to create a better 
balance that a lot of us would think works a lot more efficiently I 
keep thinking about what Russia or China or other countries are 
hke and maybe they re gettmg to be all the same, but it seems to 
take so much effort to be able to get decisions which should be able 
to be fairly easily solved It takes you five or ten or twenty years to 
locate a prison It takes you months to be able to even remodel your 
house 

We re about to do a little tiny tiny interior structural thing 
and the city is telling us Well we 11 get to your permit as soon as 
possible et cetera Well the guy that built the house built the 
whole house faster than it s going to take me to remodel one wall 
And that seems to be true with the state government regulatory 
process, that there is almost a built in inertia that people hke going 
slow they hke not having a requirement to get it done quickly 
When it really gets bogged down like on processing checks for Medi 
Cal all of a sudden there s a crisis because people aren t getting 
paid and you move a little faster But everything else seems to be 
going awful darn slow 

No one seems to even know how to break the slowness m the 
regulatory system or a lot of people don t want to break it They 
like that system The no growthers for example hke the regulatory 
system to be slow Since they re trying to stop growth obviously the 
procrastination helps them Big developers are obviously infuriated 
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with it Just regular regulatory matters seem now to be very 
complex 

Again my self interest my law firm represents people in the 
regulatory process in Sacramento and we do very well, and therefore 
our clients do very well but they do well by coming to lawyers who 
know the system and know when to write a nasty letter to a director 
or know when you don t fight certam things and compromise and 
work from the bottom of the staff level versus trying to work at the 
director s level 

It will be interesting to see what the next administration s going to 
be whether there s any way to kind of break the gridlock that seems 
to affect Sacramento and whether the citizens are going to go with 
initiatives to bypass the legislative governor system or whether 
someone will give them enough confidence to not have to do that 
and some of the problems will get solved m Sacramento instead of 
over Sacramento 

LAGE Very good I think that s a good place to end 

NIELSEN OK 

[End Tape 6 Side A] 
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S an Francisco mayor Art Agnos received a 
telephone call last spring that might have ru 
med his political career Working on deadline 
San Francisco Chronicle reporter Dave Farrell rang 
to ask why Agnos then a California state assembly 
man running for mayor had failed to disclose 
hundreds of thousands of dollars in income on the 
yearly economic interest statements he was re 
quired to file with the Fair Political Practices Com 
mission 

Realizing he needed the advice of an attorney Ag 
nos called his old fnend Chip Nielsen of Sacramento 
who quickly arranged a meeting with Farrell Art 
needed me to help educate Farrell on how he had 
misunderstood the information on those disclosure 
statements recalls Nielsen who had earlier vol 
unteered his services for his fnend Agnos campaign 
even though he normally works only for Repubk 
cans 

When they met later that afternoon in a San Fran 
cisco hotel Farrell called an FPPC staffer who at 
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first agreed that Agnos had violated the reporting 
law and could be fined up to $2 000 for each viola 
tion Then Nielsen took the receiver slightly re 
phrased the question and received a completely dif 
ferent answer It was Nielsen notes a highly 
technical question 

The Chronicle killed Farrell s original story re 
placing it with much milder criticism of irregularities 
in Agnos 1983 and 1984 tax returns Farrell later 
filed other reports on Agnos travails with the finan 
cial disclosure statements but he called Nielsen 
each time beforehand to ensure the accuracy of his 
articles 

For Chip Nielsen the help he gave Agnos was all 
in a day s work The head of the 20 person law firm 
of Nielsen Merksamer Hodgson Parrinello & 
Mueller with offices in Sacramento and San Francis 
co Nielsen has come a long way from his humble 
beginnings as a volunteer lawyer for the Cabfomia 
Republican Party in the early 70s In California to 
day Nielsen is the acknowledged dean of a small but 
growing legal specialty known as the law of politics 

Although no more than two dozen attorneys state 
wide have entered the field full time they are a var 
led group Most practice in small to mid sized offices 
like Nielsen Merksamer But a few work within 
large established firms such as Frederick K Lowell 
of San Francisco s Pillsbury Madison & Sutro and 
Mickey Kantor of Los Angeles Manatt Phelps 
Rothenberg & Phillips a firm noted for its activist 
partners They offer a range of services covering all 
aspects of participation in the poktical process from 
executing financial disclosure statements and estab 
bshing poktical action committees to defending 
elected officials accused of conflicts of interest 
drafting voter initiatives and advising corporations 
if a candidate can use their helicopters to make cam 
paign appearances 

Politics and law have always been intertwined but 
the connection has grown even closer in the post 
Watergate years since comprehensive regulatory 
schemes were put into place at both the federal and 
state levels With the proliferation of laws and regu 
lations designed to clean up and open up poktical 
campaigning and fund raising politicians are finding 
it essential to have a lawyer knowledgeable about the 
law of poktics to guide them through the maze of 
campaign regulations—and to avoid the negative 
publicity that can come from campaign violations 
The result has been an entirely new legal specialty 
dominated by poktically well connected lawyers 
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C ONGRESS RESPONDED to the Watergate scan 
dal m 1974 by enacting tough new laws that 
placed ceilings on campaign contributions and 
required candidates to file campaign disclosure 
statements 2 USC §431 et seq The Federal Elec 
tion Commission was set up as a watchdog agency 
to oversee the new laws 

The same year California voters ratified Proposi 
tion 9 the Political Reform Act of 1974 (Govt C 
§81000 et seq) designed to eliminate corruption 
and secrecy from state politics The state act closely 
resembled the federal scheme except that it placed 
no limits on campaign contributions 


FPPC—a convenient location since he is another 
full tune player m the law of politics Like many oth 
ers he was introduced to the field through a connec 
tion to Chip Nielsen Olson worked as an editor on 
Nielsen s Campaign Law Reporter an early and now 
out of print reporter on the election laws 
Olson began his legal practice in 1978 with Lloyd 
G Connelly who later won a seat on the Sacramento 
City Council and then was elected to the Legislature 
as the assemblyman from the 6th District Says 01 
son Combined with my earlier interest from work 
mg with Chip Nielsen it was a natural entree to the 
field 



To administer the system the state established 
the Fair Political Practices Commission which today 
has an annual budget of $3 6 million and employs 60 
people The FPPC is empowered to give advice and 
issue opinions on the application of the election law 
and investigate possible violations A third of the 
commission s staff including four accountants 
works in the enforcement divisions 
Most of the FPPC s work is done informally Ac 
cording to the commission s media director Sandra 
Michioku formal opinions are handed down only 
when an issue appears too broad to be addressed as 
a single advice letter Last year for example the 
commission sent more than 300 advice letters but 
issued only two opinions 

Advice letters are available on request from the 
FPPC which publishes a digest of the letters in its 
monthly newsletter As Lance H Olson a partner 
in the Sacramento firm of Olson Connelly & Hagel 
explains Anyone advising clients must be up on 
these advice letters You can t just look at a statute 
and say Oh that s the answer 
Olsons offices are across the street from the 


After Connelly was elected to the Legislature in 
1982 Olson recalls his firm began to make a con 
certed effort to expand the political part of our prac 
tice Today the office represents the California 
Democratic Party much the same as Nielsen 
Merksamer has represented the GOP for more than 
a decade Olson s firm also employs a staff of four 
report specialists who use their accounting back 
grounds to prepare campaign disclosure reports and 
handle financial transactions His firm and Nielsen 
Merksamer are the only two that employ such para 
professionals 

Most of Olson s work for the Democrats is m the 
compliance area rather than m litigation ensuring 
that his cbents don t become enforcement cases 
During non election years Olson describes his of 
fice routine as mere frenzy But with the June and 
November elections coming up he says we re 
kicking into hyperfrenzy 

Olson s client list has tripled in the past three years 
and he is convinced that politics is a growth indus 
try as far as law is concerned Describing a normal 
day at work Olson quips 50 percent of my time is 
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spent on the phone answering clients questions An 
other 30 percent is spent answering letters and pre 
paring memoranda And the other 80 percent is 
spent supervising staff and answering more ques 
tions 

W hii e olson has staked his claim for the 
Democrats on the compliance side Joseph 
Remcho a partner in San Franciscos 
Remcho Johansen & Purcell has scored a string of 
impressive victories for the Democrats as a litigator 
His firm concentrates on constitutional and public 
policy issues 

Remcho entered the field as an attorney and lob 
byist for the American Civil Liberties Union of 
Northern California where his litigation case load 
included an appeal to the U S Supreme Court to 
have Communist Party leader Gus Hall placed on the 
1972 California presidential ballot Storer v Brown 
(1973) 415 US 724 Later Remcho served as an 
FPI C commissioner Now as retained counsel for 
the Senate and the Assembly he often pursues high 
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profile cases on behalf of his high profile clients In 
two prominent reapportionment cases Assembly v 
Deukmejian (1982) 30 C3d 638 and Legislature v 
Deukmejtan (1983) 34 C3d 658 Remcho success 
fully argued the Democratic position on statewide 
reapportionment after the 1980 census 

Although Remcho s firm does offer occasional 
compliance advice he cautions that election and po 
litical reform law is a trap for the wary let alone the 
unwary because it s so complicated My own view 
is that 1 prefer litigation although we sometimes do 
give initial advice 

Much of Remcho s court time has been spent chal 
lenging ballot initiatives such as Proposition 37 


Bill Blum ts an attorney in the Los Angeles office of 
the State Public Dt fi ndcr Gina Lobaco is a public 
relations consultant They are frequent contributors 
to California Lawyer 
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which established the state lottery in November 
1984 Currently he is representing the California 
Trial Lawyers Association in its suit to strike the no 
fault insurance initiative sponsored by the Associa 
bon of California Insurance Companies from the No 
vember ballot JohnH Hodgson II of Nielsen Merk 
samer is defending the measure 

While Remcho has earned a reputation for litigat 
mg against initiatives San Francisco attorney Barry 
Fadem and his partner Peter Bagatelos have built 
a prosperous practice specializing in drafting ballot 
measures Fadem s firm helped draft the lottery ini 
tiahve and his name appeared on the ballot as the 
measure s official proponent His draftsmanship is 
widely credited for the proposibon s success in with 
standing legal scrutiny 

Smce Bagatelos & Fadem opened m late 1983 Fa 
dem says they haven t experienced a slack day yet 
As yet another former associate of Chip Nielsen 
Fadem says I got lots of good training on the no 
side of initiatives with Nielsen which helped me 
to become a good advocate for the yes side His 
current projects mclude promobon of the Housing 
and Nutritional Assistance Imtiabve a measure tar 
geted for the November eleebon which would create 
a public corporabon to disburse funds to counbes 
and non profit orgamzabons to help the hungry and 
the homeless 

Another attorney who worked against Fadem on 
the no side of Proposibon 37 is Tracy Westen 
assistant professor of communications law at the An 
nenbergSchool of Commumcabons at the University 
of Southern California and an expert on polibcal ac 
cess to the media Califormans Against Eastern Lot 
tery Fraud the group opposing Proposibon 37 pro 
duced a strong television ad suggesting that lottery 
backers had links to organized crime When many 
channels refused to run the ad Westen put together 
a long memorandum with exhibits and attachments 
documenting the accuracy of each claim made in the 
ad and blanketed television stabons statewide 
Many stabon managers and their attorneys ex 
pressed great surprise at this approach Westen 
recalls The strategy worked until Barry Fadem 
countered that the ads amounted to personal attacks 
on some of the pro 37 campaigners a taebe Westen 
acknowledges was an extremely clever argument 
because such attacks are prohibited Ultimately 
however Westen and the No on 37 campaign pre 
vailed by filing an informal complaint with the Federal 
Commumcabons Commission 

According to Westen the FCC will give informal 
opinions by telephone within 24 hours The opinion 
is not binding and can be appealed to the full commis 
sion which will then issue a decision Noting that the 
FCC moves bhndmgly fast compared with other fed 
eral agencies Westen explains that the pressures 
and time constraints of campaigns are such that oral 
decisions are usually accepted by both sides in a dis 
pute 

Because the media are such a central part of the 
U S polibcal process media access is a major sub 
specialty in the law of polibcs and one not easily 
learned says Westen Most FCC pracbce is m 
Washington DC he says and legal quesbons 


38 California Lawyer 



128 






1 29 


arise infrequently enough that it s difficult to master 
the enormous body of knowledge necessary to de 
velop expertise 

T o an outside observer it might seem that 
the practitioners of political law would be 
every bit as antagonistic as their cbents Noth 
mg could be further from the truth In fact Lance 
Olson observes The field is so small that every 
body knows each other and steers business to each 
other 

Chip Nielsen concurs As the largest firm devoted 
to the field Nielsen Merksamer sometimes finds 
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itself having to decline representation to avoid con 
flicts of interest with other cbents In such cases 
they often refer business to others m the small circle 
of poktical lawyers Joe Remcho for example ac 
quired CTLA as a cbent on just such a referral Says 
Nielsen whose firm represented both the trial law 
yers and insurance mterests for years We had to 
conflict out when tort reform became more than an 
obscure mterest of a few attorneys 

Olson also shares cbents with both Fadem and 
Remcho and has friendly relations with the Nielsen 
firm We may cross swords in court once in a while 
but it never carries over mto the restaurant he 
says 

For those interested m entering the field cordial 
relations with one of the existing firms may prove to 
be the most expedient way of gaining access Pobt 
ical contacts can help Lance Olson says but the 
most practical way of getting mto the field would be 
with one of the existing firms 

Although they are inevitably identified with parti 
san causes California s pobtical lawyers are for the 
most part a highly pragmatic breed Chip Nielsen 
has a number of Democrats m his office and his firm 


was divided over which side to represent m the Pe 
ripheral Canal initiative regarding diversion of 
Northern California water to Southern California As 
Nielsen remembers Either side would have made 
sense and the no side was numerically greater 
since we re up north But for busmess reasons we 
decided to go with the yes side because we repre 
sent a lot of busmess mterests m L A 
Because of his high visibikty in Repubkcan circles 
and partners Robert Naylor a former state GOP 
chairman and assemblyman and Steven Merksa 
mer formerly Governor George Deukmejian s chief 
of staff Nielsen concedes it is difficult to view his 
firm as anything other than a Repubkcan stronghold 
Were willing to represent Democratic cbents 
too he says but because we re so successful for 
the GOP they won t come to us When Barry Fa 
dem worked at the firm he tried for two years to 
attract Democratic cbents Nielsen recalls He 
wasn t able to get one 

Democrat Barry Fadem appears to have learned a 
valuable lesson from that failure however His part 
n^rship agreement with Peter Bagatelos a Repub 
bean prohibits either of them from making personal 
or professional campaign contributions on any pobt 
ical issue or to any candidate It helps us avoid con 
fbet of mterest situations Fadem says because 
it s hard to represent someone when you ve given 
money to his opponent 

The state Democratic Party s lawyer Lance 01 
son also has a non ideological perspective I 
wouldn t describe myself as a pobtical activist he 
says I have a pobtically active professional practice 
and I occasionally make campaign contributions but 
that s about all 

Joe Remcho on the other hand has no reserva 
tions about identifying with ideabstic causes He 
chose his line of work m order to lend support to 
causes he bebeves m We re not just m busmess 
he says We ve found that by representing people 
whose values we generally share we ve been able 
to make a good bvmg and it s a nice way to practive 
law 

Although the number of full time attorneys m the 
specialty is small many lawyers make an occasional 
foray mto the field when a candidate or issue they 
support needs legal assistance Malcolm Bumstem 
a partner with Bumstem Walker & Bull m San Fran 
cisco is one such part timer I started defending 
demonstrators as soon as I started practicing law 
he reminisces and became the attorney for the 
Free Speech Movement m the early 1960s 
When the tumult of the 60s began to abate and 
activists turned to more conventional forms of pobt 
ical expression Bumstem s work changed too He 
tried unsuccessfully to get Eugene McCarthy on the 
California ballot as an independent after McCarthy 
lost the Democratic presidential nomination m 1968 
We got smashed in both the California Supreme 
Court and U S Supreme Court he says with a 
chuckle There wasn t enough time 
Today Bumstem s practice is mainly general civil 
btigation but he still puts m substantial hours doing 
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political law often pro bono Among his current 
clients is former Berkeley school board member 
James Norwood whose suit to nullify the results of 
last year s election m which he was unseated is now 
on appeal 

From his perspective as a practitioner at the 
grassroots level Bumstem notes that local citizen 
groups often go without the legal representation 
that could help their efforts Whatever the Political 
Reform Act may have done to clean up California 
politics Bernstein believes it has made political par 
ticipation more difficult for the average person 

Others agree People who need help can t get it 
says Frednc D Woocher a staff attorney with the 
Los Angeles based Center for Law in the Public In 
terest and a specialist in campaign reform issues 

Powerful politicians can always get pro bono aid 
but the real challenge to democracy is in empower 
mg the local citizenry to exercise their political 
nghts he contends 

Woocher is presently assisting one such group in 
Orange County The Committee of 7 000 is attempt 
mg through a local initiative to stop the construction 
of three new freeways m the Irvine area When de 
velopers and real estate interests filed suit against 
the city to prevent the initiative from appearing on 
the ballot the city council refused to defend against 
it The Committee of 7 000 got a local attorney to 
defend them but lost 

Woocher and his group joined the fight on appeal 
taking a wnt of mandate to the Fourth District Court 
of Appeal which also ruled against them The case 
Committee of 7 000 v Superior Court (LA 32181) 
reprinted at 194 CA3d 1076 to permit tracking is 
now pending before the California Supreme Court 

W oocher also contends that enforcement 
of the election laws is extremely weak 
throughout the state Under chapter 11 of 
the Political Reform Act the FPPC can issue cease 
and desist orders levy fines of up to $2 000 and 
initiate civil suits against violators Chapter 11 also 
authorizes district and city attorneys to institute 
criminal prosecutions for violations of the act s dis 
closure and conflict of interest provisions Apart 
from the prosecution of former San Diego mayor 
Roger Hedgecock criminal proceedings arising 
from violations of the election laws have been ex 
ceedmgly rare 

Robert M Stern who was general counsel of the 
FPPC from 1975 to 1983 and a principal co author 
of the Political Reform Act argues that the FPPC 
has done a good job on the civil side pointing to the 
commissions ongoing $3 million damages action 
against former Sacramento County Supervisor Wil 
bam Bryan One reason for the lack of action on the 
criminal side Stem says may be that as elected 
officials D A s are reluctant to prosecute fellow pol 
iticians 

Chip Nielsen and Lance Olson on the other hand 
focus their complaints on what they term the FPPC s 
lack of due process in investigating alleged wrong 
doing by public officials Investigations typically be 


gin with the receipt of an informal complaint which 
may be filed by anyone In the initial stages how 
ever probes proceed without notice to the suspect 
official 

Sometimes word leaks out about the investigation 
and is reported in the press Very often complains 
Olson the subject is the last person to be inter 
viewed If enough evidence to support the allega 
tion is found a report is served on the official who 
may then appear with counsel at a probable cause 
conference before the FPPC s executive director 
Olson also Ins problems with this phase pointing 
out that the executive director is also boss of the 
enforcement division s chief yet he sits as the mag 
istrate who determines whether probable cause ex 
ists It s as if a district attorney went to a magistrate 
to meet ex parte But that s the environment we 
work in every day 

Nielsen concurs with Olson and notes that he can t 
recall a time when probable cause wasn t found at 
one of these conferences After cause is found an 
accusation is issued 3 he respondent can then seek 
a hearing before an administrative law judge after 
which the judge issues his finding The FPPC can 
decide to review the finding or adopt the decision 
A settlement may be reached at any time during 
the course of an FPPC investigation and because of 
the lack of procedural safeguards and the danger of 
unfavorable press coverage most pokticians choose 
not to fight As Olson explains With cbents in such 
a high stress occupation and with public exposure I 
often advise settlement 111 tell them I think you ve 
got a case and you can be cleared but it 11 mean six 
weeks of headlines in the The Sacramento Bee or 
L A Times versus one day of press when we make 
the settlement 

D espitf the criticism no one seems ready 
to pull out of the field of poktical law Indeed 
business is booming and new legal chal 
lenges are fresh on the horizon Joe Remcho and 
Nielsen Merksamer for example are poised to 
square off once again in the California Supreme 
Court over the contested appointment of Dan Lun 
gren as state treasurer Nielsen Merksamer rep 
resents Lungren while Remcho has been retained 
by the state Senate 

Two important voter initiatives that will affect 
practice before the FPPC are also on the June ballot 
Proposition 68 endorsed bv Common Cause and the 
League of Women Voters would introduce public fi 
nancing of state election campaigns Proposition 73 
would prohibit public financing but place stringent 
controls on campaign contributions Passage of 
either will create an even greater demand for attor 
neys as public officials learn to abide by new rules 
and regulations 

For the state s political lawyers the future looks 
so bright that Lance Olson and a member of the Niel 
sen Merksamer firm are discussing plans to orga 
mze a California Political Attorneys Association 
While their numbers are still tiny the next decade 
will assuredly see them multiply □ 
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